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ne Of A Kind Coa 


By Pumpernickel_Simswood 


VP 


Adrien checked the false bottom in his dresser for his coat again. He let out a relieved 
sigh. He was going to have to hide it elsewhere after today. He couldn't let Father or, 
more likely, Nathalie find it. He was trapped enough as it was. Besides, he'd promised his 
mother. 


Adrien looked at the time before replacing the false bottom. He closed the drawer and 
stood with a smile. It was time to go to school. 


Adrien made his way through his escape route and began to run when he got a block 
away. He ran as fast as he could, living for the feeling of freedom of every step further 


from his home and prison. He was going to get this one piece of freedom for himself. 

He let out a triumphant laugh as he crossed onto campus, only for Gorilla and Nathalie to 
pull up in the car. Adrien could still make it inside with his momentum and then he'd win 
this little freedom! 

"Oof!" An elderly voice cried out, drawing Adrien's eye to a fallen man. 

Adrien glanced towards the school, towards freedom, before course correcting and 


helping the old man up. The man gave his thanks and Adrien offered him a friendly smile 
before allowing himself to be escorted to the car. 


After his scolding, Adrien sulked in his room. It really made no sense how much his 
father didn't want him in school. He recalled his mother's warnings and shuddered. Or 
maybe it did make sense. Adrien shook his head. He didn't want to think about that. 


Adrien slumped into his desk chair and rubbed his face. He just wanted to be a normal 
kid for once. Maybe there was another way to sneak out? Adrien sighed and looked 
tiredly at his desk. 


An ornate black box with red sigils sat on it. Curiosity made Adrien reach for it but he 
paused. Could it be some sort of trick from his father? He shook his head. There wouldn't 


be a point in not opening it, right? 


Adrien blinked against the bright light that opening the box caused. There was a floating 
creature in front of him. Adrien's mouth fell agape, "A genie?" 


"I'm much more fun than a genie. You can call me Plagg." The tiny black cat-like 
creature said and looked around. "This place is swanky." 


Adrien caught Plagg in his hands. "What are you? Why are you here? Where did you 


come from? Are you a spy for my father?" 


"Whoa, whoa, kid," Plagg raised his arms. "Not so many questions at once. I'm a kwami, 
not a spy. I don't even know your dad. Explaining where I came from would take years 
and I don't think we have that kind of time." 


"What?" Adrien turned to where the creature was pointing. Outside, a large stone monster 
passed outside the mansion walls. Adrien gaped, "What is that?" 


"Probably someone who got akumatized. There's someone using the powers of a kwami 
to wreak havoc on Paris," Plagg said. 


"So can I use your powers to stop them?" Adrien frowned. 


"That's the idea. Now, we have a destruction power you can only use once, called 
Cataclysm. Once you use it, you have a five-minute timer til you get detransformed. 
You're going to have a partner. They'll have the ability to fix the akuma's damage and our 
damage. Got all that?" Plagg asked. 


"I have a one-use power and a partner and we're fighting bad guys," Adrien nodded. 


Plagg smiled, simultaneously cute and a little creepy. "Good. To transform, you say 


in 


‘claws out’. 


"Alright, got it," Adrien nodded, excitement building. He was going to be a superhero! 
"Also, I eat Camembert," Plagg all but demanded. 


Adrien scrunched his nose but shook his head. "We can do that. Now, Plagg, claws out!" 


Chat Noir's first outing side by side with Ladybug was a little rough. Even being 
informed of his one-use power, Chat may have been a bit gung-ho to use it. Still, they had 
managed to defeat the akuma! And forgot to capture it, which was apparently a thing they 
were supposed to do. 


Chat had to admit he was a bit wary of fighting all the Stonehearts. Especially when he 
found Ladybug was taking her time getting to the fight. It was fine. He could distract 
them and use this time to get used to his new acrobatics, right? 


One of the rock beings knocked a car towards a civilian. Chat tossed his baton, and it 
bounced before it extended and precariously held the car up. 


"Hey!" Chat yelped as he was grabbed. He squirmed in the tight grip. "Let go, you 
rockhead!" 


"Chat!" Ladybug's voice drew his attention to the baton hurdling his way. 
Chat grinned, grabbed the baton, and extended it in the rock being's hand. It lost its grip 


and he plummeted. Something caught him and he found himself hanging upside down for 
the second time in as many days. 


"M'lady, have I ever told you you turn my world upside down?" Chat teased. 


"Oh, my partner's a jokester, huh?" Ladybug laughed. Her eyes widened, and she pulled 
him close. "But your timing needs work! Let's go!" 


Chat found himself pulled into the air and to a nearby building by his partner. He 
definitely could get used to that. He followed her as she caught Chloe and returned her to 
her father. 


"We're clear to attack!" Shouted a policeman. 
"Wait! You know attacking them will only make things worse!" Ladybug objected. 


"T've got a new plan, unlike you. We're the pros and you've already failed once so move 
aside, kid," the officer snapped. 


Ladybug stepped aside, eyes full of guilt. "He's right. If I'd only captured the akuma the 
first time around, we wouldn't be in this mess. I knew it. I'm not the right one for this job, 
I'm just a clumsy girl." 


"That's ridiculous, Ladybug. He's wrong. Without you, that girl wouldn't be here 
anymore. Without us, they'll make this into a disaster and get hurt. We'll prove them 
wrong." Chat put a hand on her shoulder and offered her a reassuring smile. "Trust me on 
this, okay?" 


"Okay." Ladybug nodded and gave him a small, grateful smile. 


They turned when Stoneheart coughed up a cloud of akuma butterflies. The swarm 
formed a face. 


The face spoke, "People of Paris, you will listen carefully. Iam Hawkmoth. Ladybug and 
Chat Noir, you will give me your Miraculouses now. You've caused enough damage to 
these innocent people by fighting like this." 


"That's a nice try, Hawkmoth, but let's not reverse the roles, we know who the bad guy 
really is. Without you, none of these innocents would've been put in danger or turned into 
villains!" Ladybug declared. She swung up to the tower. "And no matter how long it 
takes, we will find you, and you will turn over your Miraculous, Hawkmoth!" 


Chat could only watch in awe as Ladybug swiped through the cloud of butterflies with 
her yo-yo and continued her speech. "Let me promise you, Paris, no matter who wants to 
hurt or use you, Ladybug and Chat Noir will do everything in our power to keep all of 
you safe!" 


The formerly purple cloud of butterflies was released from the yo-yo, cleansed white. 
The gathered people went wild. And Chat Noir felt his chest fill with warmth, admiration, 
and fondness. Whoever the clumsy, earnest girl beneath Ladybug's mask was? She was 
quite possibly the love of his life. 


Months went by as Chat Noir and Ladybug came together as a team and into their own as 
heroes. And as Adrien fell for her, he'd have momentary daydreams of offering her his 
coat before shaking himself out of it. Ladybug didn't like him the way he liked her and he 
was going to respect that. 


Adrien sighed as he settled into class. He loved school, he really did. But he was 
exhausted from a night of fighting akuma after akuma. He was going to punch 


Hawkmoth so hard when they fought next. Maybe then he'd get a good night's sleep. 


"Alright, class, I'd like to introduce our new student, Lila Rossi," M. Bustier smiled, 


"Why don't you tell us something about yourself, Lila?" 


Lila, Adrien noticed, was fairly pretty with her chestnut hair and green eyes. She was 
also, oddly, wearing a white fur coat as she smiled at the class, "Hi, I'm Lila, and I'm a 
Selkie." 


Marinette made a strangled noise behind Adrien as the class exploded in questions and 
comments for the new student. Adrien glanced back at his friend. Marinette's face was a 
canvas of confusion and disbelief. He wondered why. He knew that he'd been instructed 
to keep his heritage a secret but he was also coming to realize his childhood had been far 
from normal. 


"Class, let's calm down," When the class quieted, M. Bustier looked at Marinette. "You 
have a question, Marinette?" 


"Um, yes," Marinette frowned. "From what I've always heard, Selkies tend to keep their 
heritage secret for their own safety. So, why would you tell everyone, Lila?" 


"Oh, those must be French stories. Where I'm from, being a Selkie is as normal as having 
freckles or dark-colored hair," Lila answered smoothly, though something was off about 
her smile. 


Marinette's brow furrowed further and her eyes narrowed slightly. "I see, thank you." 


"Now, you can ask more questions later, but for now we need to start the lesson!" M. 
Bustier smiled. 


Adrien pulled out his notebook but found himself thinking about what Lila had said. It 
didn't sit right with him, especially since he now knew that Selkies hiding themselves was 
a known thing and not just a him thing. 


He really wanted to talk to Marinette about it but he didn't know how. It's not like he 
could tell her he was one. At least... not as Adrien. He smiled as the thought crossed his 
mind. Perhaps Chat would pay his princess a visit. 


Chat had visited Marinette and the young designer had a lot of insight on why she didn't 
believe Lila. Like that Lila's coat looked like "faux fox" rather than seal. Chat may 
have... told her he was a Selkie to get the conversation started, but she'd only looked at 
him with a fond sadness. And he took that as a win and proceeded to enjoy the 
conversation until a deep, heart wrenching dread hit him all at once. And then he ran and 
ran and ran home, fast as he could. 


Adrien dropped his transformation as soon as he came through the window. He ran 
towards where he'd last hidden his coat. It wasn't there. No. No no no no no! He whipped 
around to the next hiding spot and then the next, tearing through his room like an errant 
tornado. He couldn't find it. He needed to find it! 


The door opened and Adrien's attention snapped over. His anxiety spilled into horror and 
dread. 


"Looking for this," the person at the door smiled as they held up his coat, "Adrien?" 


By Wonderlandsindrome 


the 


stakes 


Marinette took great pride in her work as a private investigator. Or rather, she took great pride in her work 
as Ladybug. It wasn’t uncommon for private investigators to work under an alias. In their line of work, 
they were easy targets among criminals. Having a secret identity not only kept them safe but their 
families, as well. 


Despite the recent progress towards women's rights, it was still unheard of for a woman to have the level 
of success Marinette had achieved. It'd been far from easy to get to where she was now. She had built her 
career from the ground up, taking any case that came her way; all of which she managed to solve. 


She faced more than her fair share of judgment and doubt in her line of work. Regardless, from 
uncooperative witnesses who wouldn't take her seriously to the general public criticizing her competence 
just for being a woman, Marinette overcame it all. 


Now, at last, she had a reputation that spoke for itself: they called her the leading lady of the investigative 
world. She solved cases that her male counterparts weren't able to. She inspired hope for having women 
in the workforce. She even had the mayor of Paris requesting her services. 


Marinette strode into the mayor's office with her head held high with pride, showing off her Ladybug 


mask. “Good morning." she greeted as she walked up to the secretary. “I have a meeting with Mr. 
Bourgeois." 
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“Of course, you must be Ladybug. Just take a seat and he will be with you shortly.” 


She didn’t get very far before freezing in her tracks. There, seated outside the mayor’s door, was none 
other than Chat Noir. 


She’d never met him before. but she knew of him. It was hard not to. 


They called him an investigative prodigy. Chat Noir was a private investigator on the other side of the 
city with a success rate on his cases that rivaled hers. That in itself was a feat that prompted Marinette to 
keep tabs on him, lest she found herself slacking in comparison. 


What she didn’t know, however, was how handsome he was in person. The black and white pictures in 
newspaper articles didn’t do him justice. Not when his golden hair and vibrant green eyes were there for 
her to see in person. But she’d never admit this out loud, of course. 


When he noticed her, Chat Noir looked up from the newspaper he was reading in surprise and stood to 
greet her. 


“Ladybug. It’s nice to finally meet you in person.” He walked over to her and she met him halfway when 
he held his hand out for a handshake. “Congratulations on your fiftieth solve. That’s quite the milestone.” 
She raised a brow at that but shook his hand nonetheless. “Thank you. Have you been keeping tabs on 


me, Chat Noir?" 


He just grinned back at her, unabashed. “Perhaps. You are the competition, after all. I wouldn't put it past 
you to do the same. But, for the record, it was in the paper today." 


Chat Noir held out his newspaper to her and she took it, finding a small article describing her 
accomplishment. 


“Ah, I see," she said, handing it back to him. “So, may I ask what you are doing here?" 


Before he could answer, the door to the mayor's office opened and Mayor Bourgeois stepped out. “Ah, 
excellent! The two of you are right on time. Come on in." 


The two private investigators exchanged a look before following him in. 
“I have a case for the two of you,” he began, taking a seat behind his desk. Before Marinette could 


protest, the mayor continued, *my dear Chloe's birthday gift has been stolen and it's been a family 
heirloom for as long as I can remember." 
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“That’s quite the cai-astrophe," Chat noted, making Marinette turn to him with an unimpressed look, only 
to find him looking quite satisfied with himself. The play on words went right over the mayor’s head as 
he continued unphased. 


“You two are the best private investigators in the city, and it is of the utmost importance to me that it is 
found. The more people looking for this necklace, the better.” 


Mayor Bourgeois slid two pictures of the heirloom across the desk for them to examine and despite her 
hesitance, Marinette took one for herself. 


“With all due respect, Mayor Bourgeois,” she started carefully. “I work better alone.” 

Next to her, Chat Noir bristled. 

“That’s fine,” the mayor assured. “As long as the necklace is found, I don’t care if you work together or 
not. Of course, you will both be paid well for your services. Chloe’s birthday is next week, and I would 


rather have it found by then. Do either of you have any questions?” 


They both shook their heads, and the mayor stood to shake both their hands. “Excellent. I wish you both 
good luck with your investigations." 


Chat Noir held the door open for Marinette, and they walked back out into the lobby. “I hope I did not 
offend you by wanting to work alone." 


He dismissed the issue with a wave of his hand. “It’s alright, I understand. Although..." When Chat Noir 
hesitated, she stopped at the front doors and turned to face him. “Would you be willing to turn this into a 
competition?" 

Marinette stared back at him incredulously. “You wish to turn a case... into a wager?” 

His grin only widened. *T wish to do exactly that." 

She rolled her eyes and kept walking out onto the street only for him to follow her. 7his was the 
investigative prodigy she heard so much about? He seemed so childish that it was hard to imagine him 
during a serious investigation. And yet, he had a nearly identical success rate to hers. 


“You don't think you can beat me?" he asked when she didn't answer. 


"Quite the opposite, actually,” she retorted. “I’m certain I can.” 
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“Then it’s a guaranteed win for you. What do you have to lose?” 


She narrowed her eyes at him in suspicion. “I suppose that depends on what you want in the unlikely 
event that you win.” 


He paused, considering her words before settling on something with a smile. “Should I solve the case 
first, I would love to take you to dinner and discuss some of your past cases with you. Your work is 
impressive." 


“Are you asking to court me, Chat Noir?" she asked, narrowing her eyes further. 


“Only with your consent, of course. But I was genuine when I said I would love to discuss your cases, " 
he clarified. “If you aren't comfortable with that, I can choose something else. 


Marinette hesitated before she noticed one of those fancy new automobiles everybody was talking about 
then the keys in Chat Noir's hand. “I can choose anything as my prize, correct?" 


"Should you win, yes." 


“And would that happen to be your automobile there?" Chat Noir started to nod before processing the 
growing smirk on her face. “Well then, when I solve the case first, I'd like to have your car.” 


Now, it was his turn to look at her incredulously. *You... You can't be serious." 
“And if I am?" 


Just when she thought he would let the issue drop, he held his hand out for a shake, his eyes set in 
determination. “Then you have a deal, Ladybug.” 


Stubborn pride getting the best of her, Marinette took his hand and gave it a firm shake. “May the best 
investigator win." 


They went their separate ways after that, and she went straight to work. Much to her frustration, she came 
across Chat Noir multiple times over the course of her investigation. Wherever she went to follow a lead, 
he'd either already be there or be right behind her. She didn't know whether to be irritated or impressed 
with him. Without realizing it, she settled for the latter. 


In the end, however, it was her who won. 


Impatient to receive her gift, Chloe had taken the necklace out of the vault early. It had been in the 
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mayor’s hotel all along. 


“Another excellent solve, Ladybug,” Chat Noir congratulated as he stepped into her office. “I was just 
with the mayor. I suppose these are yours, now.” 


Marinette looked up from the files she was reading as he dropped his car keys on her desk. “You were 
serious about giving me your car?” 


He merely shrugged. “You solved the case. That was the deal.” 
She hesitated, picking up the keys in contemplation. “Say...are you available tonight, Chat Noir?” 
He looked at her, surprised, yet apprehensive. "... Yes. Why do you ask?” 


“I just got a new automobile, you see,” she smiled innocently, closing her fingers around the keys. “And 
I'm going to need a driving teacher. I'll even treat you to dinner afterward. What do you say?” 


Chat Noir smiled at her, and she would never admit just how much she liked it. “Id love that.” 
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By Kittinoir 
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“You. Look. STUNNING!” 


Not for the first time that night, Princess Marinette was grateful she was wearing a mask. 
The beautifully crafted red lace hid her blush better than any fan ever had. 


“She’s right,” Nino said, sweeping a bow so deep his brow nearly touched the floor. 


“Not so low!” Marinette cautioned, but she couldn’t stifle a giggle. “Thank you. It was 
Alya’s idea.” 


Mostly, anyway. Her closest friend had suggested the disguise so she might spy on her 
suitors in person rather than hope for some scrap of second-hand gossip the next morning 


over tea; the ladybug motif, however, had been her own choice. 
“What did I miss?” 


Alya hid a grin behind her own fan. “Much more interesting since you ‘left’. It hasn’t come 
to blows, yet, but a few...declarations have been made.” 


“Oh, tell me, Alya,” Marinette begged as she scanned the room for the gentlemen in 


question. “I had hoped I wouldn't miss it.” 


“Lord Nathaniel was very complimentary," Alya said with a pointed glance in the future 
viscount's direction. "I believe his exact phrase was *the most beautiful woman in 


France’.” 


“That was very kind of him,” Marinette said, but she couldn’t help but feel somewhat 
disappointed. Had that been all he noticed? Was that really the most important thing? 


"T, of course, had to chime in with mention of your rapier wit and charm,” Nino said, eyes 
twinkling. It had the desired effect: Marinette laughed. 


o * c 


eo. 


“Lord Luka was relatively quiet," Alya said, eying the princess knowingly. “But he may 
have mentioned something about your harmony." 


Marinette frowned. “My...harmony?” 


“Melody,” Nino corrected. “He said speaking with you was ‘like hearing love’s melody for e 
the first time' and 'discovering you were the harmony' of his life." 


Marinette's blush returned, stronger than before. "That's very...forward of him," she 

finally said, stealing a glance at the man in question. Truthfullv, once she'd begun to speak 

with him, she'd been loath to leave. She liked his quiet smiles. She'd spent only a short ° 
time in his company, but she’d had the feeling that perhaps she could be content with him. 

Maybe even happy. 


But love. ..ah. 
“Which one will you corner first?” Alya asked, her gaze wandering from suitor to suitor. 


“I'd like to hear your opinion before I choose," Marinette admitted. “Is it even worth 
pursuing?” 


“Well, as I believe you already suspect, I don’t think Lord Nathaniel is the one,” Alya said. 
“Not that he would be a poor choice for the crown, but...well, do you believe he could win 
your heart?” 


No. No, she did not. 


“Of course, you are welcome to interrogate my dear Nino further, but I believe you will 
find his intentions unwavering,” Alya continued, earning a laugh from her amour. “Which 


leaves Lord Luka.” 


“Indeed,” Marinette murmured. The lord in question was already occupied as he spun a 
tittering Chloe Bourgeois around the grand ballroom. For what it was worth, Marinette 
didn’t think Luka was enjoying himself nearly as much as he had with her. 


"He seems...sincere," Alya said. "He doesn’t seem nearly as interested in the crown as he 
is in you. Some might say that’s enough.” 


“Some,” Marinette agreed, “But...?” 


“But I know you, my dear,” Alya said, taking her friend's hand in her own. “You won’t be 


able to bear it if your heart isn’t in it.” 


So Alya had guessed her concerns. Or rather, Marinette supposed she knew them. She had 


confided in them often enough over stolen afternoons in the kitchen, “helping” the cooks 
work. The princess often thought best when working dough with her hands, a secret only 
Alya knew. 


“He’s a good choice,” Marinette said instead of admitting the truth. “The best choice.” 
Alya raised a brow. “But the right choice?” 


“Dance with me?” Nino interjected, lifting his lady’s hand in his own. “The princess must 
decide for herself, and I find myself once again looking for an excuse to hold you close.” 


" Aren't we the charmer?” Alya teased as Nino led her away. She threw one last knowing 
look over her shoulder, but Marinette waved her off. Nino was as perceptive as he was 
charming. Alya was free to follow her heart; Marinette was not. Yet, a choice must be 
made, whether her heart was in it or not. 


“May I have this dance, Mademoiselle Ladybug?” 


Marinette sucked in a breath, but managed to stop herself from emitting a small shriek of 
surprise. The man in black had snuck up as silent as a cat behind her. In fact, that was what 
he was dressed as that evening, if she was interpreting his mask right. r 


“You may,” she said, laying her hand on the stranger's outstretched fingers. She caught a 
glimpse of a roguish grin before he pulled her in and swept her out amongst the revellers. 
Close, she thought. Much closer than the others had dared hold her tonight. Would they 
also be as bold as this one when her crown was not between them? 


“Enjoying the festivities?” the gentlemen asked. An innocent enough question, but the 
princess swore she detected an edge in his voice. Had he seen through her disguise? 


"It's a lovely affair,” Marinette said easily, as though she'd seen hundreds of parties instead 


of handfuls, each more boring than the last. "Though I must confess I haven't been here 
long." 


“Long enough,” the gentlemen said, his face now so near to hers his breath tickled her ear, 
“To scare me half to death, your highness.” 


“You!” Marinette reeled back, but her guard's steady hand didn't let her go far. “What are 
you -” 


“Do you know how many times I envisioned my own death when the King and Queen 
learned I had allowed you to be spirited away from your chambers beneath my very nose?” 
Adrien mused as he swept the princess into another turn. “Had I not noticed a certain mask 
earlier this evening in your chambers when escorting you here the first time and its absence 
not an hour ago, a heart attack might have beat their royal majesties to it.” 


Marinette scowled into Adrien’s chest. Of all the things she’d envisioned for the night, 
getting caught by her personal guard less than an hour after sneaking back into her own 
party had not been one of them. 
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"[t s my party,” Marinette sniffed, glaring up into his face. “I should be allowed to attend 
it.” 


“You should have told me.” She knew that look. Adrien didn’t wear it often, but it brooked 
no argument. “It’s my duty to protect you. What if something had happened to you?” 


“I can take care of myself!” Marinette insisted as she drifted out, then back into his arms. “I 
just...didn’t want to be a princess for a few hours. To have a chance to sort out my future, 


to see who these consorts might be. Why is that so awful?” 


“It’s not awful,” Adrien said. He came to a stop but didn’t let her go as the courtiers 
continued to swirl around them. “I simply wished to be a part of it.” 


Marinette glowered again. “So you can handle me the whole time?” 


" 


To her astonishment, Adrien laughed. "There's not a man alive who can handle you, Mari.’ 
i ; Marinette's heart beat once, then twice, hard. Mari. It had been...years since he'd dared 
, | call her that. 


| And then she found she couldn’t dwell on it any longer, much less anything else, because 
Adrien was pressing his lips to hers and... Oh. 
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She had thought she’d managed to overcome her foolish infatuation with her guard, but 
almost unconsciously, Marinette found herself pressing closer, wrapping her arms around 
his shoulders as she had so often dreamed of doing as a young girl. 


She felt one arm loop around her waist, holding her just as tightly as the other slid into her 


hair, his fingers tangling in the loose curls. 


When they finally parted they were both panting. Marinette doubted even her mask could 
disguise her blush now, but she shouldn’t have worried - Adrien had, of course, 
maneuvered them into a secluded corner beforehand. Always protecting her, from physical 
threats and courtly ones. It was no wonder she had fallen in love with him. 


“I never dreamed that you felt..." Marinette whispered, afraid to shatter this fragile new 
thing between them, “Anything like I... How long....?” 


Adrien sighed, letting his head dip until his forehead was pressed against hers. "Since the 
first day," he admitted. “Do you remember? You had a meeting with your father and his 
court and made a proposal for a medical bay that anyone, rich or poor, could attend, to be 
paid for from the taxes of your lords and the royal coffers. P ve always admired your 
strength, but your kindness, your sense of justice...I don't think I could have stopped 
myself from loving you if I tried." 


"Then why now?" Marinette wondered as Adrien's hand slid from her hair to cup her 
cheek. “Why tonight?" 


"Because a guard may not court his princess," Adrien whispered, *But a man may enjoy 
the company of a beautiful lady - if only for a few hours." 


If only for a few hours... 

Before she could protest, Adrien had swept them back out amongst the court as effortlessly 
as though it had simply been the next step in their dance. Only the complicated steps and 
the effort of concentrating on not tripping over her skirts kept despair at bay. 


“Please don't cry, Mari," Adrien whispered. “I didn't follow you to make you cry." 


“What am I supposed to do?" Marinette demanded. “Laugh?” 
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“It is one of my favourite sounds,” Adrien admitted, which did indeed earn him a small, 
surprised laugh. “I had always intended to keep my feelings to myself. I can’t take back 
what I’ve done, but say the word, and Ill leave you to your suitors. Hurting you is the last 
thing I want to do.” 


“What happens?” Marinette wondered, afraid of the question even as she voiced it. 
“Tomorrow, when the masks come off?” 


"You'll once again be the princess,” Adrien said, “And I'l once again be your guard.” 
“And if I asked you to stay?” 
"['m not going anywhere, Mari." 


Marinette stilled once more, her heart pounding with the gravity of her question. “If I asked 
you to stay?" 


But Adrien shook his head. *As much as I hate to deny you anything, I must deny you 
this." Marinette's shoulders sank as hopelessness settled on her, but Adrien tilted her face 
back up to his. 

"T m not suited to this life as you are,” he said. “You will need someone versed in the ways 
of the court to support you. Someone who knows warfare and goods and trades, who can 


win allies and command armies. You need an equal." 


“You are the only one I have ever loved,” Marinette said plainly, refusing to break his gaze. 
"You are my equal in every way that matters." 


"Except one," Adrien insisted. "I cannot be the consort you need, Princess." 


“The very fact that you do not think so proves that you are the best choice," Marinette said, 
just as stubborn. 


“I don't want to spend tonight arguing." 


“Then stop arguing." 


She refused to break his gaze, but behind her mask, Marinette was reeling. She had never 
dared to dream that the man she’d been so foolishly, hopelessly in love with might actually 
return her feelings. Of course, it was just like him to place duty over affection. 

He looked away first. “Dance with me?” 


“Always,” Marinette whispered as they began again. 


Tonight, then. It was more than she ever thought she'd get. She wouldn't chain him to a 
throne he didn't want, but she would not waste the hours they had left, either. 


“T love you, Adrien,” Marinette murmured, laying her head against y 


his chest as they spun amongst the court. “So...very much." 


Had she seen the way her guard gazed down at his princess, she 
might not have felt so very hopeless after all. 
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When she woke up on these days, Marinette always struggled to understand how she had been able to be so far 
apart from him for so long. Despite being relegated to opposite corners of the Earth, Adrien was never far 
from her thoughts. He was a constant, a person she was able to sense at all times, and now that they were in 


the same city, so close to each other, his presence was an almost unbearable weight on her chest. 


With shaking hands, Marinette zipped up the back of her dress. She'd had this outfit laying out on her bed for 
a week, having gone out and bought it as soon as the notification had popped up on her calendar that the day 


was soon arriving. 
Modern technology made it so much easier to keep track of time. 


No matter how many half-centuries passed through the time she had been alive, that fifty-year marker could 
never come fast enough. Getting to see Adrien again, would always be the highlight of her very long and 


drawn-out life. 


Marinette admitted to herself that she had probably started getting ready a bit too early. There was still an 
hour left to go before she was supposed to meet Adrien at the cafe they had picked out. Texting, again, was a 
much more recent invention that made their meets up much easier to plan. They no longer had to rely on 
vague descriptions or pray that a meeting place wouldn’t be knocked down or changed by the time they could 


see each other again. 


Even with the new ways they had to stay in touch when they were apart, their duties kept them busy and away 
from each other. Keeping the balance between creation and destruction, as they had been tasked to do long 


ago, meant they couldn’t get mixed up for too long. 


Marinette shook these thoughts out of her mind. If she let herself get too lost in 
them, she might miss her meet up with Adrien entirely. There were many things 


she would end up dwelling on, and it would take too long to get through them. 


She went back to looking herself over in the mirror, making sure there wasn’t a hair out of place, or a wrinkle 


on her clothes. Marinette frowned slightly, feeling there was still something missing from the ensemble. 


Walking over to her vanity, Marinette pulled out the jewelry box that held some of her much less expensive 
pieces. There were pearls, rings, and a few gold bracelets, all gifted to her by admirers throughout the years, 
but they wouldn’t do. Wearing someone else’s gift to see her other half seemed like too much of a horrible 
tease. Marinette kept setting things aside and digging to the very bottom of the box, the perfect piece just 


refusing to present itself. 


When the box seemed to be empty, Marinette reached down to the very bottom, hoping to dig something 
out. Her hand knocked against something that must have been hidden away in a corner. She fumbled for it, 


eventually drawing it out into the light to get a better look. 


The pearl-encrusted base surrounded the carefully preserved, miniature oil painting in the center. The green 


eye staring out at her from the necklace was instantly recognizable, holding within it a secret and a promise. 


“This way I'm always with you,” Adrien had said, bis whispered and breathless voice barely audible above the 
music playing just on the other side of the hedge they were hiding behind. All hell would break loose if they were 
discovered, and even though they planned to live as husband and wife for the next year they got to spend together, 
they did not need the attention of a scandal. 


Adrien undid the clasp of the lover s eye necklace, stepping behind her in order to drape it around her neck. A 
laugh broke out somewhere close by, and his hands froze. Marinette’s breath quickened, and they waited for a 
moment before Adrien took her hand, leading her deeper into the gardens. 


The light was much dimmer bere, but they both took the excuse to stand closer than they should. Marinette’s 
hand clenched the deep red fabric of her dress. Here should be safe enough, but they both waited to see if anyone 
might happen upon them in the garden before either of them dared to speak again. 


“Forgive the interruption,” Adrien said, resuming the task of placing his gift around her neck. His fingertips 
brushed against ber skin, causing a shiver to run down ber spine. Even after he finished closing the clasp, Adrien 
left his arms wrapped around her shoulders, drawing ber closer into his embrace. He pressed a soft kiss to ber 
temple, and Marinette felt as though she could barely breathe. After a moment, his lips ghosted across ber skin 
moving down to her ear, and he whispered again, “Always with you.” 


The memory still lingered in her mind as Marinette made her way to the cafe where they were supposed to 


meet. Her eyes scanned among the other patrons as she waited in line to order her coffee. Adrien wasn’t there 
yet. It was already past time, and Marinette got even more nervous the closer she made her way to the counter. 
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“Hi, can I get a light roast? Cream, no sugar,” Marinette said, ordering without even looking at the cashier. 


Her eyes were still on the door. 


"You're Marinette, aren't you?” the cashier asked. Marinette’s eyes snapped towards them, but they were 
already bent down, reaching below the counter. When they popped back up, they held a plastic tube in their 
hand, a piece of paper wrapped around it and secured with a red string. “A friend left this for you.” 


Marinette took the tube from them, looking at it curiously. “Thank you.” 


“We'll bring your order out to you in a minute,” the cashier said. Marinette nodded and muttered her thanks 
again, making her way towards one of the empty tables at the back of the room. 


Once she sat down, Marinette opened the plastic tube and found a scroll of silk inside. The familiar shui-mo 
painting contained within confirmed her suspicions of who exactly her “friend” was that had left this for her. 
The likeness of Adrien’s face, done by her hand centuries ago, stared back at her, teasing her. She could 
remember the first time he walked into the room, having traveled a long way along the Silk Road during the 
Yuan Dynasty. Marinette had hardly believed that Adrien was her other half at the time, her balancing force, 


but now she couldn’t imagine not sharing this connection with him. 


“I think I'll know you for a long time,” he had told her after their first portrait sitting. Something had clicked 
then and Marinette had known she would follow him anywhere, run to him whenever she could. 


They were the servants of Creation and Destruction after all. They were meant to fit together. 


There was one piece of paper left inside the plastic tube, and Marinette pulled it out, unrolling it with the 
same care she had given the painting. It was a letter, and she first noticed the name of her beloved signed at the 


bottom before anything else. Even the sight of his handwriting was enough to make her heart ache. 


The letter was only a few words, containing a date, a time, and a location. Marinette checked the time on her 
phone and quickly put the painting away and stuffed the note in her pocket. She would make it to the meeting 
on time and then tease him mercilessly for making her wait even a little bit longer to see him. 


Reaching the roof of the Notre Dame cathedral was an easy enough task, and Marinette was even a few 
minutes early. She walked to the edge of the roof, looking out over the skyline of the city. The sun was only 
just starting to set at this point, and she tried to focus on the colors changing in the clouds rather than the 


overwhelming thought of “when zs he going to get bere?" 


The question was answered faster than she could blink as the sound of Adrien's voice carried across the 
rooftop, and she spun around quickly to get a look at him for the first time in fifty years. 
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“Sorry, I’m late, my lady,” he called to her, and Marinette instantly dropped any pretext or sort of polite 
greeting. She rushed to him, immediately throwing her arms around his neck, clinging tightly to him. He had 
lifted her off the ground as soon as she was in his arms, lips pressed to her cheek as a desperate sigh escaped 


him. 


"Sorry I made you wait a little while longer,” Adrien said as he set her back down on her feet. “There was 


something important I needed to get, first.” 


Adrien reached into the inner pocket of his coat, producing a folded-up piece of paper, which he placed 


carefully in Marinette’s hand. She furrowed her brows as she unfolded it. “What's this?” 


“Our marriage license for this half-century,” Adrien said, a pleased look on his face. “For our next year 


together.” 


“A new one to add to our collection,” Marinette said, tracing her fingers over the calligraphy that spelled out 
both their names side by side. She carefully tucked the paper back into his pocket while kissing his cheek, and 


wrapped her arms around his waist as she laid her head on his chest. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
Adrien kissed the top of her head. “I’ve missed you, too, my lady.” 


Marinette shifted her head so that she could gaze out at the sunset again, but felt as though all her other senses 
were unable to function due to the overwhelming joy of Adrien’s hands, his touch, tracing up and down her 
back in a soothing pattern. She had longed for this moment since they last parted, and she knew in a year’s 
time, she would begin longing for him again. For now, Marinette would simply enjoy his presence for the time 


that she had to be with him again, knowing that nothing could truly ever break them apart. 
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"| hope all the documents are in order," Adrien Agreste said, looking 
and sounding smug over the transmission. His ship was currently en 
route to the Francoise Space Station orbiting the planet Dupont, where 
the Dupain-Cheng’s had based their surface-to-orbit shipping business. 
Marinette Dupain-Cheng didn't bother trying to suppress her glare. He 
should be well aware of the reasons for her frustration, but she 
reminded him anyway. 


"Yes, Mr. Agreste Junior, the documents are in order," she replied. 
"They have been waiting for your signature for the past month. A month 
in which, | might add, we haven't been able to do any business at all." 


“My apologies for the delay," Adrien said - but neither tone nor 
expression changed an iota. 


By all the gods in the heavens, Marinette loathed this man. She couldn't 
imagine any future in which she didn’t, especially given the reason for 
his visit today. He was going to buy out her parents’ business, and 
Marinette only had to deal with him because she’d refused to make her 
parents deal with him after everything else they had gone through. 
Unfortunately, this had only confirmed his awful reputation. 


When it came to systematically ruining and then buying out 
competitors, Adrien Agreste - the scion of Agreste Shipping - was a one- 
man juggernaut, apparently all too eager to do a few dirty deeds in order 
to keep his otherwise indulgent lifestyle. By all reports he was a true 
daddy’s boy, playing with money, power, and hearts as if he had no 
concept of personal responsibility. After all, Daddy Agreste would take 
care of any...unpleasantness. And all he had to do was be dear daddy’s 
hatchet-man. It looked like he enjoyed it, too. 


Fortunately, she had the means to wipe that self-satisfied look off his 
face permanently, thanks to a mole who called himself Chat Noir. He’d 
been feeding her inside information for over a year - information that 
had let her and the crew of the Miraculous put quite a dent in the Agreste 
Shipping bottom line. But for now, she had to play along. 


“Just make sure you're on time,” Marinette said through gritted teeth. 
"You've tortured my family enough. No need to drag it out any longer." 


“Ill be only too happy to accommodate your schedule, Ms. Dupain- 
Cheng," Adrien said. “And perhaps, afterward, you will let me buy you a 
drink to...commemorate the occasion." 


A smirk - an actual, god-forsaken smirk - appeared on his face. 
Marinette’s fingernails dug painfully into her palms. If he’d been within 
reach at that moment, he would have found himself flat on the floor with 
several broken bones, and Marinette would have found herself in a 
holding cell on charges of assault. Breathing deeply, Marinette 
reminded herself of the plan, and terminated the transmission before 
she could incriminate herself. 


As soon as Adrien Agreste’s smug, smarmy, and infuriatingly 
handsome face disappeared from her screen, she closed her eyes and 
breathed, letting out all the tension and anger that had built up during 
their brief conversation. After all, under the right circumstances, Adrien 
Agreste might be exactly what her parents, and countless other victims, 
needed: a valuable hostage. 


Adrien let that god-awful smirk linger for a moment before wiping it 
away with a weary hand. He slumped back in his seat and started 
massaging one temple while he swiped back to his desktop screen on 
the terminal. 


He’d always hated this part, even back when he'd been naive enough to 
believe that the firm he was about to buy out had just had a run of bad 
luck. Back then he would have been secure in the knowledge that the 
‘merger’ he'd ‘negotiated’ was a good deal for both parties, but he'd still 
been aware that it was a defeat for the original owners. 


Now he knew all too well the depths Gabriel would sink to - the depths 


he would drag Adrien down to - all for the sake of his precious shipping 
empire. The clear disgust and loathing on that woman’s face only added 
to his own sense of personal guilt and disgust. 


At least this time, if everything went according to plan, this family’s 
business would be just fine. This time, Adrien could look forward to 
handing control of that company back to the people who'd built it. He 
glanced at the time on the terminal and took a deep, calming breath. 


Please, Ladybug...don’t let me down. 


Adrien, in his persona as the mole Chat Noir, had given Ladybug and her 
team of raiders especially good intel this time, all but painting the word 
TARGET in bold letters on his own face. That, plus the file he'd sent 
containing a preview of every last blot on his father’s stainless 
reputation. Yes, he knew how much Ladybug loathed Adrien Agreste 
personally. She’d often claimed a burning need to punch his face in their 
double-encoded communiques - not that she knew it was his face - so 
he was sure she would jump at the chance. He only hoped she could 

pull it off. 


The raiding crew of the Miraculous had caused enough disruption to the 
Agreste Shipping lines that Gabriel had actually hired the Akumas - a 
mercenary group known for their brutal efficiency - to track her down. 
Chat Noir had warned her, and so far she’d managed to elude their crack 
agents, making them look remarkably foolish in the process. 


He only hoped that, when the time came and he found himself on board 
the Miraculous at last, that she would leave him enough wits - and teeth - 


to stutter out the recognition phrase Chat Noir had given her. 


Ladybug’s assault and infiltration were quieter than Adrien had 
expected. He wasn’t part of the Hawkmoth’s crew, so when the alarms 
went off, his only role was to get to a secure area and stay out of 
everyone else’s way. The most he heard of it was the alarm and muffled 
shouting in the distance while Nathalie hurried him away. 


It wasn't what he wanted - he would much rather have had an active role 
in the ship's defense. But of course Gabriel would never allow that, and 
Nathalie enforced his rules with an iron fist. So he ended up crouched 
behind Nathalie and his Personal Gorilla Bodyguard'", waiting 
breathlessly for Ladybug to find them in the reinforced bunker that 
posed as a small cargo hold in the ship designs. Every small sound 
echoed in the space, but he wasn't bothered by it. In fact, he hoped 
Ladybug’s team had audio sensors sensitive enough to pick them up. 


A touch on his shoulder made his heart rate skyrocket even more - but it 
was only Nathalie, turning to check on him. Adrien covered her hand 
with his own and squeezed, letting some of his excitement show with a 
shaky breath. She must have assumed he was scared and squeezed 
back before turning to the hatch and adjusting her grip on her firearm. 


He'd tried to talk her into giving him one of the shipboard assault rifles, 
too. He wanted to make sure his protectors went down quickly if need 
be, but he told her that he needed some way to defend himself. She'd 

only given him a look. Apparently Gabriel was willing to sacrifice his 
only son before allowing him a weapon. 


God he couldn't wait to be free of his life. 


A commotion in the corridor outside focused his attention. A sizzling 
sound came from the door and it whooshed open, briefly blinding him 
before the bulky forms of the intruders blocked the light. The dark 
shapes were outlined in silhouettes the color of their hardened 
spacesuits: pink, orange, green, and gold. His heart leaped again and he 
fought to suppress a smile. 


Nathalie and the bodyguard were quickly dispatched with stun blasts, 
though it took several simultaneous shots to bring the bodyguard down. 
Then it was Adrien's turn. He scooted back as the leader advanced, 
heart pounding with excitement and fear. Chat Noir had advocated for a 
hostage situation, but it was possible that Ladybug had decided on 
outright assassination. One way or another, this would all be over 
shortly. 


The pink-haloed leader raised her weapon, pointing it at him. Adrien 
gulped and closed his eyes. He didn't even have time to register the 
blast before his mind went numb. 
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Marinette leaned against a cabinet in the medbay, waiting for their 
hostage to wake up. It shouldn’t take long - the effects of the stunners 
they'd used could be counteracted by the contents of any decently 
stocked medbay, and Marinette made sure the Miraculous was always 
overstocked with medical supplies. 


Her crew was there, too, all except for Max, who couldn’t leave the 
bridge. Nino and Alya were busy flirting with each other, Kim was trying 
to balance a (needle-less) syringe on the end of his nose, and Markov 
hovered overhead, ready to record everything. Marinette was taking no 
chances on being accused of human rights violations, though her 
hands ached with the need to punch their guest. 


The unfairly attractive blonde strapped to the medical chair in front of 
her stirred, and the tension in the room skyrocketed. Kim put the 
syringe down, Nino and Alya looked up, and Markov beeped to indicate 
recording was in progress. Marinette also stood up and crossed her 
arms to avoid temptation. 


Adrien Agreste opened unfocused eyes, staring into space with his 
head lolling a bit. He was clearly still out of it, but it didn’t take long for 
him to come to full alertness. Curiously, he remained silent, merely 
looking around the room in a manner so unconcerned that it 
immediately made Marinette suspicious. 


“Are you carrying a tracker?” she asked harshly. They’d scanned him 
for any such device, of course, but it was possible Agreste Senior 
managed to obtain something small enough that it wouldn’t show up on 
a scan. 


Agreste Junior met her eyes and his own widened slightly in obvious 
recognition. “Uh...no. Not that I’m aware of, | mean.” 


He smiled, and it was...joyful? 


“I'm afraid I’m going to miss that meeting after all, Ms. Dupain-Cheng, 
though | still hope for that drink sometime. Looks like you’ll just have to 
keep control of your own business. Thanks for not killing me, by the way 
- to all of you. | know you must have been tempted,” he added, looking 
around at them all before leaning his head back with a satisfied smile, “I 
wish | could see the look on my father's face when he realizes he's not 
getting me back." 


His tone was so full of glee that Marinette barely managed to keep her 
mouth from dropping open, but she must have looked as astonished as 
she felt, because his smile turned into a full-fledged grin. 


"Oh, haven't you figured it out yet, Ladybug?" he said, grinning and 
winking at her. Then he said the three words she'd been waiting to hear 
for over a year now, ever since her informant had told her he wanted out. 
Words she'd imagined coming out of the mouth of anyone - literally 
anyone - but his. 


"Plagg, claws out." 


All four of them gasped. Marinette gaped at the man she'd thought she 
would loathe for all eternity. 


"Chat Noir?" 


"Drawn up and ready to sign," the lawyer said, tapping on a tablet before 
handing it to her. Beside him, Adrien Agreste smiled softly at her. 


Marinette ignored him and read the documents carefully, making sure 
that what remained of Agreste Shipping relinquished all claim to her 
parents’ business, and that the court-mandated payout would cover all 
the expenses of getting back up and running, with a nice cushion. 
Satisfied, she handed the tablet to her mother and father, who read and 
signed it. There was a round of handshakes and congratulations - 
sincere, as far as she could tell, with no trace of Adrien’s former smug 
persona. 


“Well,” Marinette said, once everyone else had left, “I believe you owe 
me a drink." 


Adrien’s face lit up. “I do, indeed! Well, who am | to go back on my 
word? Shall we?" 


He held out his arm and Marinette took it. After all, Ladybug had trusted 


Chat Noir and that had turned out well. Perhaps the future for Marinette 
and Adrien was equally bright. 
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ChatNoirPunKing 4:32 PM 
hey there bug 

remember me 

ur a-meow-zing partner? 


Ladybug79 4:35 PM 
9??? 
who is this? 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:37 PM 

chat noir 

from the ultimate mecha strike 3 server 

we partnered together? 

and we were talking about the level ups yesterday? 


Ladybug79 4:38 PM 

oh! 

sorry, completely forgot 
hello chat 

nice to hear from you again 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:39 PM 
great to talk to u 2 

soi was thinking 

im not really good at ums 3 
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Ladybug79 4:39 PM 
is it bad if i say i noticed? 
when we played yesterday? 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:40 PM 


ANYWAYS 


10:15 AM 


you were really good when we teamed up 


so i was kinda thinking 

purr-haps you could give me some tips 
teach me your ways 

so i can defeat you W 


Ladybug79 4:40 PM 
you and your cat puns @ 
you know, you're not *really* a pun king 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:41 PM 
meow-ch! 

bug that hurt 

this ladybug has claws 


Ladybug79 4:41 PM 
i have to have claws to put up with you 
you mangy cat 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:42 PM 
aww 

i like you too bugaboo t£ 
but back to my question 
will you show me your tips? 


Ladybug79 4:44 PM 
sure why not 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:44 PM 
yay thanks!!! 
you wont regret this! 


Ladybug79 4:44 PM 

i sure hope not 

wanna play a little bit of ums 3? 
i have some free time 
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ChatNoirPunkKing 4:45 PM 
surel 
meet u in the server, milady? 


Ladybug79 4:46 PM 
‘milady’ Imao 
but yes 


ChatNoirPunKing 4:46 PM 
yay!!! 
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It's not fair, Marinette thought as she gazed across the lawn, How is someone like him 
ever going to notice someone like me? 


Marinette usually wouldn't have considered herself a wallflower. She had a lot of 
perfectly wonderful qualities; she was Ladybug, an amazing UMS 3 gamer, for god's 
sake! 


But then he had come, Adrien Agreste, the epitome of perfection. The moment she 
met him, the moment he'd offered her his black umbrella and their fingers touched 
for one, electrifying second, she had fallen head over heels for him. 


If she was more confident, or outgoing, she might have been sitting beside him, like 
Lila, instead of staring from the sidelines. 


Maybe she was doomed to just be one of the girls crushing on him... 


“Marinette!” someone called. She turned to find that Alya was walking towards her 
with a bold grin etched across her features. 


Her spirits dimmed further. Alya was the queen of matchmaking, and Marinette had 
seen that look before. Any time Alya tried to get Marinette and Adrien together, that 
look was always on her face. 


"Hey?" Marinette attempted weakly. She quickly picked up her bag before letting 
herself be dragged along as Alya grabbed her hand and tugged her. 


"Girl, you aren't getting out of this one." Alya grinned, as Marinette protested. "Nino 
and Adrien invited us for lunch at that cafe you like, and | am not letting this go,” 
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Tatsu 1:08 PM 
Marinette groaned as Alya maneuvered through their classmates. "What am | even 
supposed to say to him? You know | get tongue-tied.” 


“Just be yourself girl,” Alya nudged. 


Marinette sighed quietly. ‘Being herself always involved Marinette stuttering and 
making a fool of herself. It wasn't helpful. 


Within a couple of minutes (and after Alya reluctantly let go of Marinette’s hand) they 
arrived at the cafe and saw Adrien and Nino occupying one of the corner booths. 
Once they exchanged greetings, the four of them fell into a steady conversation. 


Marinette avoided talking directly to Adrien—as she usually did, since she was sure 
she'd combust—so it wasn't at all surprising when Alya ‘politely’ excused herself and 
Nino for a short while. 


With the absence of their friends, the talking lulled. Marinette wanted to bury herself 
in a hole from the awkwardness of the situation. 


"So..." Adrien started. She twiddled her thumbs nervously. "You like fashion design, 
right?" 


How did he know? "Y-yeah." 


Adrien cracked a smile. “I’m not a huge fan—modelling did that—but your designs 
must be cool! Especially if they're anywhere as good as that hat you made." 


She waved a hand at him nervously. "N-no way! I'm just-uh-experimenting with new 
things.” 


“Well, it must be cool, I'm sure." Adrien stretched his arms and glanced at his friend. 
“Do you have any new designs?” 


Marinette brightened. “Yeah! | have this idea for a floor-length gown, here, let me 
show you my sketchbook—" 


Marinette launched into a detailed explanation, and Adrien listened patiently. She 
gestured widely as Adrien rested his head on the table, staring as she talked. Minutes 
passed by without a single stutter from Marinette. From their hiding spot outside the 
cafe, Alya and Nino grinned. 
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Nino Lahiffe 
HELP!??! 
MY DUDES 


| LEFT MY BOOK AT SCHOOL AND I HAVE TO WATCH CHRIS FOR THE 
REST OF THE NIGHT. CAN ANYONE SEND ME A SCAN OF PAGE 394 IN 


THE MATH BOOK? I WILL PAY YOU IN GRATITUDE AND CANDY. 


LJ 
© 
LJ 


Tatsu 1:14 PM 
"So that's what | wanted to do!" Marinette concluded. 


"Sounds like a plan!” Adrien smiled. Marinette nodded and looked at him, gasping as 
she realized what had just happened. 


"N-no! | must have you bored-BORED YOU! I-I, um, hope it's fine. You're fine, | mean, 
WAIT that's not what | meant-Il mean you are handsome but-oh god, this is weird isn't 
it? I'm being weird, s-sorry, I think I'll leave then, hahahaha, BYE!” 


With an awkward grin, Marinette collected her belongings and dashed out of the 
store. Adrien cocked his head and furrowed his eyebrows as he watched her leave, 
and Alya and Nino sighed as they watched her run away. 


May 28, 20xx 


Tatsu 1:14 PM 
Marinette regretted the message as soon as she sent it. 


Ladybug79 6:23 PM 
hey do you ever seriously think about meeting up someday? 


Tatsu 6:23 PM 

It was stupid to even ask the question. Chat had gone on and on about meeting up 
ever since they learned that they were both living in Paris, and close to the Eiffel 
Tower at that. Marinette had disagreed—stranger danger—but as the months went 
on, she really felt like she could trust him. They'd video chatted with masks a couple 
times, and from what she saw, she could tell that they were around the same age. 
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Tatsu 6:24 PM 
But she'd always been a stickler for not revealing identities, and she was a little scared 
about how Chat would feel. 


She was just resisting the urge to slam her head into her desk when Chat replied. 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:24 PM 

wait 

what 

who are you and what have you done to ladybug 


Tatsu 6:24 PM 
Marinette chuckled a little against her will, and leaned back in her chair. 


Ladybug79 6:24 PM 
chaton 

im being serious i swear 
honestly it's not a bad idea 
i trust you 

i hope you trust me 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:24 PM 
well ofc bugaboo 


i wuv you fag 

Ladybug79 6:24 PM 
silly kitty 

but are we doing this? 
like fr? 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:25 PM 
are we? 

im not forcing you 

you know im just joking 


Ladybug79 6:25 PM 
of course 

and i'm not against it 

i kind of wanna meet you 
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Alya 


We need to plan another lunch with the boys soon! When are you 
free???? 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:25 PM 


> 
milady ur making me blush 


Ladybug79 6:26 PM 
© aosdjiaoisdj stop 
but anyway 


i'm down if you are 


4 ChatNoirPunKing 6:27 PM 
(Qu definitely! 


i'll be able to see your beautiful face in person @ 


Ladybug79 6:28 PM 


Q *eyeroll* 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:28 PM 


e when and where? 


Ladybug79 6:29 PM 
maybe next wednesday? 


On the pont des arts? 


‘| ChatNoirPunKing 6:29 PM 
所 I ugh not free 


photoshoot 


© Ladybug79 6:30 PM 
?? 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:30 PM 


(Qu don't judge me, ma cherie 
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Ladybug79 6:30 PM 
no you remind me of my classmate 
thats all 


next friday? june 4th? 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:31 PM 


(Qu purr-fect! 


Ladybug79 6:31 PM 
Q oh god 

i thought you weren't punning :( 

i got excited 


A ChatNoirPunKing 6:31 PM 
KM me-ouch, you wound me milady! 


Ladybug79 6:31 PM 
© e 
anyways, to recognize each other, i'm gonna bring ladybug earrings 


here lemme show you 


m ChatNoirPunKing 6:32 PM 
Y N cool! ihave an old ring my cousin painted 
here: 


50 


all ML&B 会 10:27 AM 99% [m] 


Ladybug79 6:33 PM 
great! 
so...see you friday? 


ChatNoirPunKing 6:33 PM 
imagine me squealing rn 
see you friday! 


June 4, 20xx 
Tatsu 1:03 PM 
Ladybug, in Adrien’s opinion, was perfect. From the way she talked to him to how 
confident she was, Adrien loved everything about her. 
He could only hope, as he approached the Ponts des Arts, that she feltthe same. 
Based on her choice of location, it was likely. 
Adrien couldn't really believe that this was happening, to be honest. Ladybug had 
been so wary of meeting before, but she had changed her mind. Normally that would 
be enough for him to be scared, but Adrien felttoo excited to be worried about minor 
things like that. 
As he walked, he saw another blue-haired friend of his: Marinette, from class. She had 
always acted a little different with him 一 he could tell as much from their 
conversations—but at the same time, he enjoyed her company. 
She was leaning against the side of the bridge, looking out at the water, so he jogged 
over and lightly tapped her on the shoulder. When she turned around, she squeaked 
and leaped away from him, 


He grinned. “Hey, Marinette! What are you doing here?” 


“H-hey! Adrien! Hi! I-I-I'm just someone for waiting! U-uh | MEAN- waiting for someone! 
Haha, yea...” she trailed off. 


Adrien smiled. “Cool! l'm doing the same, wanna wait together?" 
She nodded frantically. “S-sure!” 


Adrien reached a hand out of his pocket and checked his texts, to see if Ladybug said 
anything. 
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Tatsu 1:08 PM 

Though Marinette was standing across from him, he barely noticed how she was 
internally combusting. Her eyes widened as she bit her lip anxiously and glanced to 
his hand to make sure she wasn't dreaming. 


A solid black ring, with a paw print painted on top in neon green, was resting on his 
ring finger. 


Marinette leaned closer to him. "U-um, can I see your hand?" 
He tilted his head, confused. "Uh, sure, | guess?" 


She looked carefully at it, then at him, and sucked in a breath. There was no mistake 
there; Adrien was Chat Noir. 


“Chaton?” 


Adrien took a step backwards, before running a finger through his hair, and resting 
his eyes on her earrings. 


“Milady?” 
June 7, 20xx 


Tatsu 1:08 PM 

It wasn't normal at all for Marinette and Adrien to ever interact for more than a few 
seconds at best. Alya knew this, Nino knew this, and possibly the entire school knew it 
too. 


But when Monday morning came, and Alya waited for her bestie by the school's 
entrance, something...different happened. 


Marinette and Adrien came in together, talking and laughing. Though there was still a 
blush on Marinette’s cheeks, she didn't look embarrassed or panicked. In fact, she 
wasn't even stuttering! 


(Alya was proud, okay?) 


There was also something more that made her feel like squealing and doing a victory 
dance: Adrien and Marinette were (finally) holding hands! 
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Alya 


Tatsu 1:08 PM 
Grinning widely, she quickly pulled out her phone and started recording. She made 
her way towards her friends and pointedly looked down at their joined hands. 


"Oh my god, girl! Are you two finally dating?" Alya asked excitedly. 


"W-well-" Marinette stuttered. She glanced over at her boyfriend for help, but instead 
of answering, Adrien smirked and did something a lot better. 


He kissed her. 
Hard. 
(Alya squealed for real this time.) 


Marinette, on the other hand, felt like her face was on fire. She had dreamt about this 
moment for months, and here she was, experiencing it for real. 


Adrien smiled as he pulled away from Marinette, and casually wiped her lipstick off of 
him. 


Grinning widely, he shrugged. "Purr-haps." 


He pressed another kiss on Marinette's cheek, winked, and strutted away to class. 
Marinette and Alya stood there, frozen, and watched him leave. 


Alya turned to Marinette slowly, and grabbed her by the shoulders. 


"Tell. Me. Everything." 
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TOOK YOU 
LONG ENOUGH... 


SORRY 
MY LADY 


I HAD TO GET 
THE BEAUTIFUL 
FLOWER. .. 


AN AKUMA 
IS ON THE 
LOOSE! 


BEHIND YOU, 
BUGABOO! 


By AliMarce 
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The air was stale. A warm, yeasty scent wafted its way through the brisk wind, neaı ly submerged 
beneath the headier scents of smoke and rotting garbage. e 


Ladybug sat atop of one of the various identical rooftops of the city, one leg bent and braced on the 
ledge before her. Her elbow-length black gloves, thankfully, provided ample protection from the 
chill, as did her tightly-laced boots. She needed all the help she could get, considering how woefully 
the spotted red fabric over her torso retained her body heat. 


For several minutes now she had watched the way weak lights spilled through the thin panes of glass 
below. Lost in reverie, she didn't return her attention to the rooftops until the fetid air made her 
wrinkle her nose. 


He would probably be here any minute now. 


Ladybug allowed herself one last long inhale—one final moment to savor the faint and familiar scent 
of freshly baked goods somewhere nearby—before slinking back into the shadows. 


Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long, though she did have to consciously calm the gallop of her 
heart at his arrival. 


A lithe figure leaped its way across the gaps in the buildings and landed several feet away from the 
ledge she had been leaning against. Though he was dressed to blend in with the night, she could still 
see the way the figure secured a weapon at his hip before he tugged self-consciously on the strap of 
his shoulder bag. 


Ladybug's eyes skimmed over him from behind, lingering briefly on the lines of his shoulder blades. 
Her heart ached with a foreign sense of familiarity, and she barely dared to breathe as she watched 


him. 


“You’re getting sloppy, M’ lady.” The figure half-turned, his profile coming into view. “As the city's 
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most expensive mercenary, I would think you'd know better than to keep up a consistent routine. It 
makes you too easy to track.” 


Ladybug fought the urge to frown. In her intrigue—yes, intrigue, that’s all it was, she told herself— 
she had failed to remain subtle while on the job. But even though he was right about her 
shortcomings in that regard, she refused to give him any satisfaction or indication as much. 


“*Sloppy’ is a word reserved for rookies and eating habits,” she countered, stepping slowly out of the 
shadows. “I am nothing but deliberate, Chat Noir. You already know I’ve been hired to hunt you 
down and bring you into Monsieur Gabriel, so what’s the point in hiding from you?” 


Chat Noir only grinned, still refusing to turn fully toward his pursuer. 


“Well, you tracked me down several months ago,” he said slowly, his eyes narrowing with suspicion 
and mischief. His hands tightened once more around the strap of his bag. “So what’s stopping you 
from finally making a move on me?” 


The breeze became insistent again at that moment, diverting a fraction of Ladybug’s attention as she 
once again picked out the aroma of fresh bread. For a brief moment, she could imagine him beside 
her at a wooden counter, his cheeks dusted with flour as he smiled at— 


No. She bit down on the inside of her cheek. This is no time to lose focus. 


“Perhaps I’m simply curious,” she lied. 

“Curious?” 

“Well, that’s one word for it, anyway.” Ladybug stepped closer, making a show of invading his 
space. “A masked vigilante who disposes of drug lords and tyrants, only to then steal back banned 
books to educate the masses? All armed with nothing but a rapier? You’ve made yourself worth 
observing, for the sake of entertainment, if nothing else.” 

Now he turned toward her, his head still cocked to one side and an amused grin fixed in place. 

“Says the masked mercenary who can take down an opponent with nothing but a dagger and a 
grapple.” He leaned closer, lowering his head to meet her gaze full on. “You could say we’re two of a 
kind. And don’t think that I didn’t notice you take one of those science books I grabbed during last 


week’s raid. Not to mention the raid before that one, too, and the one before that...” 


Ladybug froze, thankful for the way the night hid her flaming cheeks and the way her eyes seemed to 
seemed to repeatedly flick of their own accord to his lips. 


“Do you have a secret fascination with textile production and the technology that optimizes a fabric’s 
heat resistance, M lady? I couldn't help but notice a pattern in the items you stole from me.” 


Why, that cocky— 

Ladybug squared her shoulders, tipping her face up to meet his challenge. 
“Do I look like I came to discuss hobbies?” she snapped. 

“Ah, hobbies? So you admit that you wanted to learn more for yourself?” 


“To enhance my suit,” she huffed. “It’s not like I have endless resources. I have to work for my 


survival.” 


Chat Noir considered her words, releasing a sigh that tickled her bangs and sent a chill down her 
spine. 


“You have to work for your survival,” he echoed. “And what, the rest of our city doesn’t?” 


“T never said that.” 
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"So you're here to stop me from distributing these books but, what, you're the exception to being 
allowed to read them?" 


“I-I never said that!” Ladybug turned on her heel, hugging her arms in against herself. 


“Then why does Gabriel Agreste get to dictate who in this city has the right to an education? What do 
you think he's so afraid of?" Chat Noir demanded. 


"I don't know." 

"Don't you think it has to do with how he wants to maintain power over this city as its wealthiest 
aristocrat? You already mentioned how | take on the drug lords, so I’m sure you know he keeps them 
in his pocket in order to keep them ignorant and at his whim. To keep the whole city ignorant. You 
know that." 

Perhaps. But that didn't mean she wanted to think about it. After all, as much as she admired—was 
grateful, even—that this leather-clad stranger had the courage to do for their city what she couldn't, 
that didn't mean she had the luxury of turning down the wallets of her less-favorable clients. 

“I don't ask for my benefactor's motives,” she said bitterly. “I just take the payment." 

"Don't lie to me. You know exactly what's going on.” 


*T said that I don't. And I don't care." 


"Don't care?" Chat Noir dropped his bag in disbelief before turning away from her to instead face the 
skyline of the city. He paused to breathe, to collect himself before he finally spoke again. 


"Would you have to resort to working as a mercenary if he hadn't burned down your home and killed 
your parents for teaching school lessons out of the back of their bakery?" he asked softly. 


Ladybug's chest heaved in shock and anger. 


“How do you know that?" she snarled as she spun back toward him. *And why can't you just stay out 
of it?" 


“You don't remember me, do you?" Chat Noir asked in return, his resolute gaze remaining on the city 
before them. 


Ladybug hesitated. 
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He turned toward her then, his expression more serious than Ladybug expected. 

"From your bakery," he clarified. "You'd help me sneak in through the side door for their lessons, 
sometimes, when we were children. I loved your father's baking lessons the most because I was 
never allowed to go near the kitchen in my own home." 

Before she had the chance to respond, Chat Noir looked down toward the bag he had dropped. 
Ladybug watched the subtle sway of stray golden hairs as he strode over and dropped down to unzip 
the bag. Shuffling through its contents, he eventually pulled out a worn, slightly singed leather book 


from its depths. 


“Do you know what got me to start salvaging and redistributing books?" he asked as he stood back 
up and held out the book as an offering. “This one." 


Ladybug paused before relenting and moving closer to him again. She gingerly lifted the fragile 
weight from his hands and noted the audible cracking of the spine as she opened the cover to inspect 
the writing inside. 


“To our darling Marineite—” 


She slammed the book shut. 
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Steeling herself with a deep breath, she dared to skim her hand over the rough, flaking face of the 
cover. Chat Noir, meanwhile, remained silent, as though allowing her a moment of privacy despite 
the intimacy of their relative positions in the darkness of the night. 


Unable to hold back the flood of emotions that threatened to engulf her, to carry her away into the 
dilapidated city below, her vision began to swim as she stared down at the familiar book in her hands. 


It was merely a cookbook, one focused on pastries. In fact, this cookbook had been written by her 
grandparents, passed down to her father, and was then meant to make its way to her when she came 


of age. 


Only it never had. Once her parents and their bakery were swallowed by greedy, unforgiving flames, 
she had assumed the book had followed them to ash. 


"I went to your bakery that day," Chat Noir said soberly. “I snuck away from my father again to 
attend your parents’ afternoon lessons. But the bakery was... already gone when I got there. I 
searched, and most of the books I tried to save didn’t make it, but this one did. So I kept it and hid it 


from my father. This book started everything.” 


Ladybug remained silent, her expression eerily neutral. The riot of emotion tearing through her ribs, 
however, changed. It became edged with focus. With purpose. 


Finally, she reached for her dagger. 


“This changes nothing,” she whispered, pointing the blade out toward the boy. “I still have a target to 
take down.” 


Chat Noir flinched before realizing she wasn’t wielding the dagger to strike. 
She was holding it out for him to take. 


“The only thing that changes is the target,” Ladybug finished. “And the fact that we’re in this 
together, now. But once we take down Monsieur Gabriel... well, then everything will change.” 
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BY GALAHADWILDER 


There are many things that Marinette Dupain-Cheng admires about Prince Adrien Agreste. Her 
experience with royals had always predisposed her to believe that they were snobby, stuck-up, 
arrogant, and rude to anyone of lower status, so when she was appointed as Adrien’s personal 
seamstress, she'd been pleasantly surprised to find that he was none of those things. Prince Adrien 
was kind, attentive, gentle, and forgiving. It’s no wonder she ended up falling in love with him. 


However, out of all the qualities Prince Adrien has demonstrated, sometimes the one that she is most 
thankful for is that he is very, very good at holding himself completely still. 


“Arms up, Your Grace,” she murmurs, stretching out her tape measure and pressing it to the back of 
his well-defined shoulder blade, trying to ignore the warmth of his skin on her fingertips. 


He complies, raising his arm without complaint. "Do you have any suggestions for the colors?” he 
says, his voice calm and conversational. 


Marinette smiles. “His Grace is rather fond of green,” she says. “Perhaps an emerald?” 


Nino, Prince Adrien's valet, snorts from his position in the corner. “You know his father will never 
allow it," he says. “The King demands either purple or nothing." 


Marinette swallows at the unbidden thought of what, exactly, “nothing” might entail. “Perhaps green 
trim, then?” she says, careful not to let the measure slip from her fingers as she presses it to Adrien’s 
wrist. 


Adrien tilts his head to look down at her, his eyes soft and kind. “That would be wonderful," he says. 
“You always make such lovely clothes—I can’t wait to see them.” 


Marinette turns her face from his as she tries to hide the reddening heat on her cheeks. “You flatter 
me, Your Grace.” 


Adrien chuckles. *No more than you deserve, My Lady.” 


The Prince’s pet name for her always sends a thrill through her chest. She’s never certain whether she 
imagines the reverence in his voice when he says it—wishful thinking. He is a prince, and she is a 
lady-in-waiting. He is to marry a Princess or a Duchess, not a Baroness who only holds her title 
because of her skill, not her lands. Perhaps Duchess Chloé, or Princess Kagami. Not Marinette. Never 
Marinette. 


“So,” Nino says conversationally. The Valet’s informal tone does not escape Marinette—he’s one of 
the few people who is willing to speak with such casualness to the Prince, though he curbs his tone 
where King Gabriel can hear. “I understand that your father is making you sit for another royal 
portrait.” 


Prince Adrien groans. “It's the fourth one this year,” he says. "I understand that my father likes to 
show me off, but honestly, I hate these things so much.” He dutifully drops his arm and raises the 
other as Marinette taps his shoulder. "I'd be sick of them by now even if I weren't always 
disappointed by the outcome.” 


“Disappointed, Your Grace?” Marinette interjects. “I’ve always thought your portraits looked 
beautiful." And she’s wasted fair amounts of time staring at them, but that's neither here nor there. 


Adrien snorts. "That's the problem," he says. “The portraits are always so ridiculously angelic—they 
look nothing like real life.” He rolls his free shoulder contemplatively. “I’m the Prince, so the painters 
always have to make me look good regardless of whether I actually do." He sighs. “Just once, I'd like 
to see a portrait of me how people really see me." 


"I'm sure you..." Marinette begins, only to trail off as she realizes that Nino is grinning. It's a very 
familiar grin, one that he and Alya tend to display whenever they're planning shenanigans. 


“You know,” Nino says, the grin not leaving his face. “Marinette is a rather skilled painter.” 
Oh. Oh no. Nino, why would you—please don't do this to her, it’s not fair, spending more time 
around Prince Adrien is not— 


"You are?" Adrien says, turning to her with the most earnest, expectant look she's ever seen, stabbing 
straight into her heart with those eyes... those damn soft eyes. That's amazing!” 


“It’s just some dabbling,” she mumbles, fumbling the tape measure. She shoots a surreptitious glare at 
Nino. 


He responds with a cheeky thumbs up. "She's just being modest,” he says. "She's really good." 


“Huh,” Adrien says. “So if I were interested in having you paint me instead...” 


Marinette smiles weakly. “How could I refuse?” 


Later that evening, Marinette stretches across the table at the tavern at the Grand Paris, groaning. 


“Your betrothed is insane!” she cries to Alya, the apprentice scribe and her best friend, pressing her 
forehead into the cold varnished oak. “Did you hear what he did?” 


“He did you a favor is what I hear,” Alya says. She turns her head to wave down the waiter--Luka, 
this time—with a grin. “Now you get to spend more time with your priiiince." 


“Alya!” Marinette yelps, trying to hide her face behind her hands. She swears that she could burst into 
flames right this moment and burn down through the ground into the center of the Earth. 


Alya leans forward, resting her chin on the backs of her fingers and fluttering her eyelashes. “What?” 
she drawls, voice silky with false innocence. 


She's interrupted by the sound of boots as Luka "Lady Césaire?" Luka says. 


Alya tilts her head with a grin. “White wine, please!” she says. She glances at Marinette. “And... 
coffee for Marinette, please.” 


Luka blinks. “It’s... 8 PM." 

Alya raises an eyebrow and tilts her head toward Marinette. “This is Lady Dupain-Cheng, Luka.” 
Marinette rolls her face on the table with another groan. 

Luka rolls his eyes fondly. “Right, I remember,” he says. “New commission?” 

Alya leans back in her chair and crosses her arms. “That depends on her." 


“You are a terrible friend,” Marinette whines. 


Luka spins his empty drinks tray on his fingers. “One white wine and one coffee, coming right up,” 
he says, dashing back off toward the bar back. 


Alya laughs. “Come on, like you're not absolutely relishing this opportunity.” 
“What am I even supposed to do?” Marinette says. “He wants me to paint him ugly.” 


Alya blinks. “Um,” she says. “Nino did not tell me that part.” She leans forward, resting her elbows 
on the hardwood of the table. “Are you...sure?" 


Marinette groans. “Sort of?" She rolls her head to the side and shoots a glance up at Alya. “He said he 
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was sick of painters making him look ‘angelic’ and ‘nothing like real life’. 
Alya twists her lips and leans back in her chair. “But...he does look angelic. In real life." 
Marinette presses her palms to her forehead, propping her elbows on the table. “Tell him that.” 
Alya grimaces, leaning back. “Heck no, he's the prince. I’m just an apprentice scribe.” 


“You see my problem?” Marinette says. “He wants me to paint him ‘how people really see him’ and 
Em not sure what to—what to..." 


Alya places a hand on Marinette’s shoulder, squeezing reassuringly. "Why not...show him how you 
see him?” she says. 


That’ s— 


That’s an idea. 


ee em 


“Are you ready, Your Grace?” Marinette says, charcoal poised between her fingers. 


Adrien laughs nervously, running a hand through shining golden hair. “I’m nervous, honestly,” he 
says. “I’ve never been nervous at a portrait sitting before. Is that weird?” 


Marinette can understand. Her nerves are practically shot, here. She’s putting herself on the line with 
this, but so is he, in a way that he’s never done before. "Not weird at all, Your Grace” she laughs, 
trying to mask her nerves. “It’s more... personal?” 


Adrien gives a shaky grin. “You can say that again," he chuckles. He strikes a pose. "How do you 
want me?" 


Marinette swallows before she can answer the question in a way that she'll regret and presses 
charcoal to the canvas. 
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“What are you doing?” Adrien says, looking over at her. 
She jumps, smearing the paint she’s mixing halfway across her pallet. “Don’t do that!” she yelps. 
Adrien tilts his head in confusion. “Don’t do what?” 


Marinette swallows as she realizes that she just yelled at the Prince. “1, um. Nevermind?” She's not 
used to being interrupted while she's focused like this—it's jarring, headache-inducing even—and her 
knee-jerk reaction to being jerked out of focus has always been to snap at whoever caused it, but the 
Prince? 


Adrien blinks. “Okay?” 


Marinette purses her lips and turns back to her pallet. “Um. Have your other painters not... explained 
any of this to you?” 


Adrien shakes his head. “Nope. None of them talk to me,” he says. “Just expect me to sit still and be 
pretty." 


Marinette's eyes widen. "No wonder you hate it," she says. She looks back down at her palette, then 
holds it up for him to see. "I'm...mixing paints," she says. “That one shade of green you love? It 
doesn't happen naturally, and it’s pretty delicate. I’m trying to work out the right color combination to 
get it just right." 


Adrien stares at her. 


Marinette blinks, her heart rate speeding up. Has she offended him somehow? “Your—Your Grace?" 
she says. 


Adrien visibly swallows, his adam's apple bobbing against his doublet. “It’s—it’s nothing," he 
croaks. 


“Come ooooon,” Adrien says, cornering her in the hallway. “Just one peek?” 

Marinette smiles, her face full of mischief. “Why, Your Grace,” she says, flicking his sternum. “I 
never expected you could be this impatient.” She'll say one thing about this process—with all the 
time she’s been spending around Adrien, it’s made her much more comfortable with him. 


"T just want to see it!" Adrien whines, half-pitiful, half-joking. 


“Not until it’s done!” Marinette responds with a giggle. “You'll just have to be patient a little bit 
longer!” 


Adrien pouts. “You are killing me, My Lady,” he says, and her heart leaps at the sound. 


She smiles, trying to force down the butterflies. “You know what they say,” she says. “Curiosity 
killed the cat.” 


++ 


“Is it ready?” Adrien says. He’s practically vibrating. 


Marinette laughs. “Be patient, Kitty!” she says, holding up the cloth-covered canvas. “Just a few 
more seconds.” 


Nino raises an eyebrow. “Kitty?” 
Adrien laughs. “As in, ‘curiosity killed the’,” he says. “She’s been mocking me for, like, a month.” 
Nino shoots an eyebrow at Marinette. “Mocking, huh?” 


Marinette shivers, but ignores him as she places the canvas on the easel. “Ready?” Adrien nods. 
“Been ready for weeks.” 


Marinette nods back. She isn’t—this is the moment of truth. The moment where he sees it, and either 
loves it, or hates her forever. 


But. No time like the present. Rip off the bandage. 
She yanks the cloth from the canvas. 


Nino’s and Adrien’s mouths drop open at the same time as Marinette’s masterpiece finally, for the 


first time, sees the light of day. 


Every portrait of Adrien in the castle is the same--Gabriel insisted on dark colors, serious faces. Every 


detail of Adrien’s face in the portraits is perfect, the human pinnacle of beauty, but it’s cold, austere. 
Marinette’s portrait casts Adrien in a shaft of glittering sunlight, dressed in green with white trim. His 
face is angelic, sure, framed by a halo of golden hair, but not ethereal—it’s human, a little bit 
lopsided, the jaw wider on one side than the other. He’s got a small, knowing smile, like what he’s 
holding in his upraised hand is a secret that only he and the painter know. It was a tough decision, but 
in the end, she decided to keep the weakness of his chin, the way his eyes are set a little too far apart. 
And yet, he’s still beautiful. His face is mischievous, yet kind, soft, gentle. 

Adrien—the real Adrien—looks at Marinette, emerald eyes wide. *Marinette...?" he whispers. 

She bites her lip. “Do you like it?” she says. 

“It’s incredible," Nino says, eyes locked on the painting. 

Adrien, however, doesn’t take his eyes off hers. “Is this how you see me?" he whispers. 

Marinette swallows, unable to look away. "It's...how I’ve always seen you.” 


Adrien reaches out toward the painting, hand grasping at air. “I—I look beautiful,” he says. 


Marinette purses her lips, then, steeling herself, steps forward and takes his hand in her own. "You 
always have," she says. "Inside and out." 


And Adrien looks at her, and she realizes—he sees her. He's been seeing her all this time. Maybe the 
same way she sees him. 


"My Lady,” he says, and for once, the nickname doesn’t sound like a broken promise. It sounds 
like... a possibility. A maybe. 


She smiles, shy and sweet. “My Prince.” 


"Is that truly how she is remembered today?" asks a voice Marinette doesn't recognize, moments after 
she closes the apartment door behind her. Maman and Papa are both in the bakery, though; Marinette 
should be alone— 


That Egyptian princess is translucent. 


Marinette shrieks and throws her history textbook. It hits the back of the sofa and thumps to the floor 
as though the young woman isn't even there. 


She frowns, brow wrinkling under black bangs and her red-beetle headpiece. "Am I the first ancestor 
to visit you?" 


— What? 
"Yes," Tikki says, peeking out of Marinette's purse. "Hello, Iset." 


Marinette blinks at Iset's red gown with black spots, black sash, black collar. "You're the Ladybug on 
that papyrus." 


"I must be. Kemet's people called me Desher Kheperr," Iset notes, drifting to the kitchen. "Kemi 
Melit calls me her desert gardener." 


Black Lands of the Nile floodplain, Red Scarab, Black Lioness, desherit sokheperi. Marinette likes 
Iset's punster partner already. "How do I understand you?" 
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"Tik'i is translating." So Tikki's name means 'flame'. Iset smiles. "A good question, little sister." 


"—I need to write this down," Marinette realizes, scooping up her history textbook and bolting 


upstairs. 
Iset laughs. "Even better!" 


While Marinette mutters imprecations at past Marinette for letting her fountain pen dry out, Iset peers 
at a photo on Marinette's phone of the papyrus, somber. "I knew Pharaoh Horemheb wished to 
destroy the names of the heretic kings who reigned before him," she says, "and I am glad that he did 
not succeed. But Neferneferuaten and Tutankhamen were not Akhenaten—only his wife and son, and 


the successors who repaired his mistakes—and the story that young man told us today is a lie." 


"What do you mean, destroy the names?" 


Five minutes later, Marinette is staring at her diary, where her memories live when they don't live in 
her head, and feeling ill. "So, backup copies," she says. "—I wonder if my yo-yo phone has a notes 


app?" 


Cee 


"Strong, brave, and trustworthy," Alya mumbles. "Yeah, that makes me feel so much better." 


Marinette sleeps like a rock, Nora isn't home, and her parents' and the twins' doors are closed, so she 
isn't worried about anyone overhearing. So when someone says "It's why she chose you," it takes a 
moment for Alya to realize the voice really isn't her own. 


She sits up, blinking blearily, and stares at the Fox pendant hanging next to the translucent white knot 
of someone's floor-length orange skirt. Fox ears, too, and something shimmery on her white top and 
on the ribbon tying the end of her long black braid, and an orange mask. Alya will have to remember 
this dream just to tell Marinette; she'll be fascinated. 

"Stay trustworthy and she'll choose you again," says the Fox heroine. 

—Except Alya doesn't dare tell Marinette. 

"What's your name?" Alya asks, because if it's a dream it won't hurt and it isn't like Miraculous 


powers don't do weird enough things that this might be a real live ghost of a real historical superhero. 
"How are you here? Why are you here?" 
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"Alya?" Marinette's eyes are drifting half open, and she's lifting her bedhead from her pillow. 
"Someone there?" 


"I think I'm dreaming," Alya says. "Do you see someone in orange—" She gestures at Yeoubi, 


1 


smirking across the room. "—with a really high waist?" 

"A hanbok?" Marinette rolls over. "Sleep time, Alya,” she says into the pillow. 

"Let your lady friend rest," Yeoubi says. "She's having a hard year. Easier because of you," she adds, 
thoughtful. "And the more trustworthy and helpful Ladybug finds you, the easier it will be for all 
your friends." 


"一 Why does Ladybug trust me?” 


"Ah, not for me to say!" Yeoubi winks. "Don't let me outfox you.” 


Lip] 


"I'm here, I'm here!" Hei Mao's bare hands pass through the bars as easily as his voice. Adrien's still 
trapped, still trapped, still trapped—! 


"We're here," says a second familiar voice, Mistontli's claws substantial as smoke. "You're not 
alone." 


"Not alone," Adrien repeats. "Not alone." More bars slam down; he flinches. "Not alone," he says 
again. He can breathe. It's possible. He will. 


"Little brother, where's Plagg?" Hei Mao asks. Adrien points mutely at his bed. Hei Mao checks, then 
snorts. "No, that's Plagg's trust issues. I'll look for him and I'll have Piáo Chóng find your lady." He 
vanishes. 


"He made a sock puppet," Adrien realizes. "He made—a sock—" Breathless laughter is much better 
than gasping fearfully for breath. Much. "Does he even know that's a pun?" 


"He might." Mistontli is petting Adrien's forearm. It would be nice if he could feel it. "I still want a 
moment alone with everyone who's ever caged him. And with your father and his not-wife—" Adrien 


snorts. "—and two or three with Papillon." 


"Make it five with Papillon and leave Father and Nathalie alone," Adrien tells her again. Neither of 
them is a Miraculous wielder at all, so Mistontli couldn't show herself to them even if she wanted to. 
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"They're just trying to protect me," he says, voice small. More bars slam down; he flinches. "It's not 
their fault I feel trapped." 


Mistontli sighs. "Tell your partner that, kitten. Tell her you need her far-sound count so you are able 
to wake her before dawn because she can neither fight Papillon nor rescue you if she is asleep right 


now. 


If Ladybug's unmasked life is one-third as tiring as Adrien's, she needs all the rest she can get. "She 
doesn't want to know who | am when I'm not her partner." 


"I understand her reasoning," Mistontli grumbles, "but I still think this is a mistake." 
More bars slam down. Adrien flinches. 


"Plagg's on his way," Hei Mao says. When Adrien nods, reassured, he continues (ever so slightly 
smug), "Ask your friend Marinette later why her nightmare is you dating Chloé." 


一 Wait what? 


D—ı0 


Nino toys with his jelly bracelets. The Turtle Miraculous isn't usually among them, so why does his 
wrist feel too light without it? 


"We can still help," Alya says, staring over the river beside him, fiddling with the shirt button she 
usually leaves undone. "We're not helpless." 


Things that don’t help: that. 
"No one said otherwise, little sister." 


Nino startles. Alya sighs. "Hi, Kwiyé Wouj,” she says, toneless. "Good to see you." She is not 
looking at the tall Fox wielder to her left. "I thought once we weren't, uh, yours anymore—" 


"You still want to be u/t ours," Kwiyé Wouj says, and promptly ducks a swat from a green glove 
whose owner is leaning through Nino. "If you didn't, we wouldn't be here, but you do, and we don't 


let go so easily." 


"Which is fortunate for you both," says Molokoy, straightening up. It's Alya's turn to be surprised; 
Nino however has seen her before, and wonders now if this Turtle and this Fox were teammates. 


74 


"Since we can bother Ladybug and Chat Noir until they teach you some protective magics that 
require no Miraculouses, only your own strength of mind." 


"I don't believe Ladybug knows any herself," Kwiyé Wouj says mildly. "When would she have had 
time to learn?" 


Molokoy swears. "Jade Turtle has not chosen to teach either of them, has he? And now he no longer 


can. 


"Can you?" Nino asks. There are a lot of things he knows Molokoy and Khelóné and the others are 
unable to tell him, but— 


Kwiyé Wouj grins. "What an excellent question, little brother." 
"No," says Molokoy. Nino droops. 

"Can you drop hints?" asks Alya. 

"I like her," Mòlòkòy says to Kwiyé Wouj. 


Nino tells Alya, "We are either saved or doomed." 


D—o 


"Oh, that looks beautiful," says La Bague du Chaton, leaning over the chair in which Marinette is 
curled up with her sketchbook. 


Marinette gives no indication she knows the woman is there. It's not that Adrien doesn't expect her to 
be able to; there is no reason their mentors shouldn't be able to support Multimouse as well as Rena 
Rouge and Carapace, and he has a lot of practice ignoring any hints at Ladybug's identity. And it's not 
that Adrien doesn't want her to; he has hardly seen Marinette lately and she always looks worn to a 
thread, even more so than Ladybug does, and he has a lot of practice ignoring any hints at Ladybug's 
identity. But usually they only show up when Adrien is alone or when Chat Noir is only with other 
wielders. 


"Even in charcoals," La Bague says, "you're capturing this glow about him." 


At the next library table, Alya and Nino exchange a glance. 
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"Therese, beloved," says La Coccinelle, lying on the table where Adrien is trying to work, one 
intangible boot planted next to Adrien's tablet and the other crossed over her bent knee to float 
directly in front of his nose, "if you have not converted her to pastels yet, you will not be able to." 
"You have the young swordsman, Julie. Allow me the young artiste." La Bague straightens; her 
tricorne hat falls off. "Oh, my." She bends over to collect it, hitching up the edge of her black riding 
habit. 

"Bare ankles," says La Coccinelle lazily, turning her head to watch. "How scandalous." 


Adrien slams his stylus to the table. "Please stop flirting in front of me." 


Marinette's sketchbook, he realizes, hit the table at the same moment, more loudly. It's open to a 
detailed profile sketch of a contented Chat Noir. 


"...Is there something you want to tell us?" asks Nino. 
"No," says Adrien, and Marinette, in unison. 

"Are you sure?" asks Alya, smirking. 

"Hmm," says La Coccinelle. La Bague just looks smug. 


"Maybe," says Marinette, tiny, and starts to cry. Adrien dashes over to hug her, one earring cool 
against his cheek; Alya and Nino are right behind. 
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The handcuffs are an indignity. Gabriel cannot pretend he does not understand, but he does not 
approve. Nor does he appreciate his telling Adrien—months ago when he caught his son with 
lockpicks, a YouTube instructional video, and a thrift-store locked jewelry box—that this was an 
unacceptable pastime and Adrien was to return to his piano keys. Gabriel could have chosen to 
reinforce his son's loyalty by learning a useful skill. 


"Have you spotted the problem yet?" asks a woman, likely another police officer. "I don't know if 
your son will ever wish to see you again, but if you haven't noticed why he will dislike that thought, 


then it is unlikely that you'll convince him it is worth his while to speak to you." 


Gabriel looks up. He has seen her before—ah, no, he has seen her portrait in the Louvre. Of course: 
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the first time any of the ghostly teachers described in the Miraculous grimoire would choose to show 
herself to him would be when there is no further assistance she is able to give him. 


"I thought not," murmurs the Butterfly wielder. "You ought to tell someone where your wife lies. She 
was a Peafowl, after all. I don't believe she will wake again without truly dire measures—and make 
no mistake, you sought truly dire measures—but one of the several opponents whose name Ladybug 
and Chat Noir never let you learn is your son, and another his partner. He will wish to introduce her 
to his mother, I am sure." 


He ought to tell them to kill Émilie, she means. Gabriel looks down at the bare table again, 
wondering how few minutes or many years until he becomes a ghost teacher himself. 


"Suit yourself," says the dead Butterfly. The silence echoes. 
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Swords ín Love 


Story bu MariNoire 
Arf by Momo oh Nono 


My eyes fluttered, blinking rapidly against blurry vision, the whole world spotted and distorted. 
Where am I? 

I shifted, moaning as I felt my body burn. Only then did I remember the sword that slashed my back a 
few moments ago, during battle. As the strongest warrior of Fu's Rule, The Ladybug, I had faced 


many severe injuries, yet this one, unlike the others, had almost emptied the life from me. 


I noticed that I lay on a stiff wooden plank, covered in white sheets - my blood-soaked thickly into 
them - while my whole abdomen was covered in bandages. 


I tried to look around, but a steady grip held my shoulders down. 
“Woah, Lady. Stay right there.” 


Astonished, I looked at the source of the voice and met the green eyes I loathed most. Instinctively, I 
pushed forward, trying to shove a punch down Chat’s throat but he backed away just in time. 


Standing in front of me was Chat Noir, head of the Akuma Army and the son of Gabriel Agreste. 


Following his wife's demise, Gabriel, once a rightful ruler, began mercilessly conquering kingdom 
after kingdom and mistreating his citizens. Recently, he had set his sights on us. 


“I would like to remind you that you are wounded, M’ lady” 


A snarl escaped my throat. ^Have you taken me hostage?" I spat. 


Chat merely smiled and resumed his work with my bandage. What was so hilarious about this, huh? 


“Pass me the ointment, will you Plagg?” he asked the man standing nearby. The black-haired man 
was clothed in black, styled with green accents, likely to match his master. He rummaged around, 
tripping on any armor within his hand's reach while popping a piece of cheese into his mouth before 
looking at his master. 

“The ointment must be outside Lord Chat.” He said and left the tent. 

My breathing became heavy as I looked Chat square in the eye, daring him to make a move. 


“Don’t worry M'lady," he laughed, holding his hands up, “I won't lift a finger against you.” 


"Like I could trust you," I muttered. His eyes lowered, as the little smile that had adorned his face 
was replaced with a frown. 


Chat kept on working with the bandages around my body. My eyes widened as realization hit me like 
a ton of bricks. Was this man really aiding me? 


"Lord Chat, LORD CHAT!!!!" 


URS 


Both of us turned our heads and saw Plagg - cheese still crusting the corner of his mouth - charging 
into the tent as if his life depended on it. 


“What?” Chat asked, getting up in a rush. vat | T» 
^His highness.....He...he is here!!" 

Chat Noir stopped, as the items in his hands dropped with a loud thud. 
Gabriel Agreste? Here? 


With no sword and a bleeding back I was sure to be killed any moment. Was that why Chat Noir had 
brought me to his tent? He moved towards me as I struggled backward. 


"Go," he urged, opening the tent from the other end. "Run towards the river and you'll get to Fu's 
castle. Don't worry, there are no soldiers stationed there." 


I looked at him in disbelief. 
“Bu- but why? Why are you doing this?” 


He looked at me and smiled, before grabbing his sword and walking behind Plagg. Chat mumbled 
something, just loud enough to reach my ears. 


一 一 一 - 


Two weeks after the incident, fate brought me face to face with Chat Noir once again. 


“Because I love you.” 


He is Gabriel's son! I reminded myself, staying on guard. Surely he is trying to trick me...right? 


We had stood there for five long minutes, neither exchanging a single syllable, as we stared at the 
blazing sun. My grip on my sword was as tight as ever, but on Chat Noir's belt was only empty air. 


"M 
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"Oh," he replied, when I was careless enough to voice my thoughts, “I didn’t come here looking for a 
fight." 


Remembering how he helped me, I controlled any thoughts of killing him and walked away towards 


-十 一 一 一 


For the next three months, Chat Noir and I seemed fated to cross each other's paths at every moment. 
At first, my mind would jump to all sorts of assassination plots and counterattacks, but as time 


my tent. 


passed, meeting him became a habit. 


Slowly, we opened up about our lives, and, on one sunny morning, I had learned that he did not like 
the bloodbath he was taking part in. To say I was shocked was to put it very lightly. 


My heart sank. Chat rarely came on the battlefield - he was often sidelined, even though he planned 
the attacks - and was the last ray of hope for his army. Now the reason why he took part only during 


the worst possible scenario was crystal clear. 


I had never thought that I'd see Chat Noir so vulnerable, so broken - tears pouring from his eyes. I 
wrapped him in a hug as his tears wet my shoulders until his heart felt lighter. 


Ever since then, every time I saw his emerald eyes shine radiantly against the sunlight, I felt my heart 
thud abnormally and wished we could stay in that moment forever. 


I looked at Tikki, my loyal advisor and partner in crime, who was knitting peacefully in my room. 
"Do you think what I’m doing is right? Chat Noir is..." my voice trailed. 
“Follow your heart,” she replied, a smile tugging her lips as she continued to knit. 


us By eve 


We heard a huge crash from outside. Scurrying about, Tikki and I opened the door- our swords by 
our sides. 


“Nino! What happened?" Tikki cried, looking at Nino’s disheveled form. 
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He looked at me and grabbed my hands for support. “The city is under attack. The Akuma Army is 
terrorizing the civilians!” 


“Who’s leading the troops?” 

"It's Chat Noir!” Nino exclaimed, panting. I couldn't believe my ears. Tikki and I shared a split 
second's eye contact before reality sank in. / have to face Chat Noir?! 

Some days, I had wished to see him fight me face to face, hoping that we would cross swords so that 
I could take him down once and for all. And today my wish had finally come true. 

Looking at his expressionless eyes and his bloodied hands sent chills down my spine. Was this the 
man who told me that he hated killing? Was this the man who cried his heart out and promised me 
that he would try his best to stop his father? That he would make sure that we fought together? 


Together, I scoffed. What a joke! 


My body felt heavy as I dashed towards him. I couldn't help but wonder what sort of sound our 
swords would make when they hit each other. 
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M lady-” 

“M lord-” 

The cries from our advisors stopped us in our tracks. 

“Gabriel has attacked His Highness’s palace!” Tikki exclaimed, catching her breath. 

“Plagg...” 

Plagg nodded to his master’s unsaid question, as both he and Chat looked knowingly at each other. 
“Did you know?” I asked, my eyes never leaving Chat for a second. If he had come to fight me, then 
T could bear it. But if he had been part of Gabriel’s scheme as a distraction while knowing the harm 


he would inflict on the poor citizens... 


Chat looked away and nodded. The grip I had on my sword tightened as my body shook. How dare 
he?! After all the trust I placed in him! I felt my blood boil as tears threatened to erupt. 


“W-why?” I asked, my voice quivering, as I wondered how fast I could send my sword through the 
heinous being in front of me 


“T tried,” he replied, still looking away from me. “I knew that he was going to attack the palace and 
the civilians. So I made a deal with him... that if he stayed away from the attacks my army will do 
his work instead...." 

*Lord Chat planned to lose," Plagg continued matter-of-factly. 

I was open-mouthed. The fog that had haunted my mind was slowly disappearing. 

"Chat," I muttered, stepping in front. 


"Kill me," he pleaded, clasping my hands. 


I cupped his face and looked into his eyes. You're not at fault," I assured, moving a piece of his 
blonde hair away from his eyes. 


om 
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Cutting him off, I pressed my lips against his, and both of us melted right in. For a moment it felt like 
all our worries had disappeared. We would've stayed in that bliss forever if not for Tikki’s urgent 
cough from behind us. 


Chat's eyes locked with mine. We could feel the confusion of the troops, scuttling around for 
instruction. It was time to end their bloodshed as well as ours. 


"Together," We said and kissed each other once more. From now on whatever we decided to do - our 
swords wouldn't clash with each other. They would fight together. 


By AyoltsAbi 


LA PASSION DU POISSON 


In the small town of Etoile Shores, lived a girl named Marinette Dupain-Cheng. It was a quaint town on the 
coast of France that was known for its quiet beaches. She was the daughter of Tom and Sabine, who ran the 
only bakery in the entire town. People would drive for miles just to sink their teeth into one of their famous 
croissants or eclairs. 


On days when she wasn’t helping out her parents, Marinette liked to spend her time down at the beach. Her 
favorite hobby was walking up and down the shore and scouting out various kinds of seashells. She would then 
use the good ones to make jewelry, either to keep or sell for some money. 


Walking, Marinette looked down at the empty satchel in her hands. She wrinkled her nose before pulling the 
straps to close it. 


“Stupid ocean.” She looked out at the sea, watching the waves crash against the horizon. 


She stomped her feet in the sand before sitting down on a towel she had laid out earlier. Every now and then, 
the water would try to brush up against the tip of her feet. Marinette found herself scooting further back every 
single time she felt even the smallest bit of water. 


With a huff, she stood up and picked up her towel. As she turned to head back home, however, she caught 
something out of the corner of her eye. She turned and watched the water once again. The waves pushed back 
and forth as usual, but she knew something was different. 


Her eyes darted to the nearby dock, where she then went to get a closer 
look. As she sat down on the edge of the platform, a sudden feeling of 
regret brushed over her. 


“It’s probably nothing, and I’m just crazy,” she said out loud. “My stupid 
curiosity.” 


She was almost too busy mentally smacking herself to notice the set of 


green eyes staring back at her. Marinette froze as her blue eyes suddenly 
met the person in front of her. 


86 


“It’s probably nothing, and I’m just crazy,” she said out loud. “My stupid 
curiosity.” 


She was almost too busy mentally smacking herself to notice the set of green 
eyes staring back at her. Marinette froze as her blue eyes suddenly met the 


person in front of her. 


With a confused look on his face, a blond haired boy popped his head out of the 
ea cookie, tut water. 


“Um, hi?” he spoke, raising his hand. “I’m A-“ 


He was unable to finish his sentence as she screamed. The sudden loud sound caused the both of them to jump, 
with Marinette almost falling forward into the water. 


“What- who- where did you come from?!” she asked in a panic as she moved farther away. 
The boy moved closer, pulling himself up to rest his elbows on the edge of the dock. 


“Do you want the technical answer or the real answer?" A cheeky smile crept onto his face. “Really, that first 
one is a real conversation starter." 


Noticing the playful expression on his face, she tried to compose herself. 
"S-Sorry." She moved closer to him. “It’s just that I’m not used to seeing other people around here.” 
He laughed. “I know that feeling all too well." He slid lower into the water. “I hardly ever see anyone at all.” 


Marinette furrowed her eyebrows. “Is that why you came out here?" she asked. “Because you wanted to see 
people?" 


The boy nodded. “That and also because I’ve never seen a real human before." He leaned back in the water so 
that he was floating on his back. “What a lucky guy I am today to finally encounter one.” 


She got closer, looking down into the water. She froze as the sight of green scales caught her eye. 


"Look out! There's a really big fish down there!" she yelled out to him, only to be left confused when he 
chuckled. 


“You got that right!” He flipped backward into the water, his tail flopping as it followed behind him. “Though 
‘fish’ is sometimes used as an insult where I come from." 
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Once again, Marinette found herself frozen in place. 


*Y-You' re..." She momentarily lost her ability to speak. “What...what 
are you?” 


The boy rested his arms up on the dock again, frowning a little as she 
scooted away from him. 


“Tm a mermaid, technically a merboy or a merman.” A smile returned 
to his face as he spoke. “All are correct, though you can call me 


Adrien.” 


"O-Okay, Adrien." Marinette regained her composure by taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry for my initial freak- 
out there. I didn’t know that mermaids were real.” 


Adrien chuckled. “A lot of humans don’t, and I guess that’s a good thing.” He dropped back into the water and 
began swimming around the small area. “I’m risking a lot by just being here right now.” 


“Wow, I seriously cannot believe this is happening." She once again sat down on the edge of the platform and 
watched him. "You're not pulling my leg right?" 


He swam over and gently grabbed one of her legs. “I am now,” he said with a laugh. He spoke again when he 
saw her bemused expression. “Don’t worry, I’ve actually spent most of my life studying humans and their 
various jokes and mannerisms." 


Marinette raised a brow. “Where exactly did you come from?” 


“I come from a small kingdom about thirty miles from here," Adrien pointed out towards the horizon. “It’s 
very deep under the sea, though, so that's how you humans have never been able to find it." 


“Oh wow,” she said, amazed. “That’s pretty impressive.” 


"Indeed it is.” Adrien gasped and swam back up to her. “Pardon my manners young lady, but does this human 
have a name?" 


She smiled. “It’s Marinette.” She giggled when he grabbed one of her 
hands and kissed it gently. A sudden realization hit her. “Wait, did you say 
‘kingdom’ ?” 


He nodded. “Why, yes I did.” He looked up at her with a smirk. “I’m a 
prince.” 
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“Are you being serious right now?” Marinette found herself laughing as she tried to take in everything. “So not 
only are you a merperson, but you're royalty too?" 


"That's right," he told her. "My mother died when I was younger, so now it's just me and my father. He is 
very protective of me and hardly ever lets me leave the castle, let alone visit another part of the ocean." 


"So I’m guessing you probably need to leave soon?" She found herself feeling a bit sad once she realized that. 


"Yeah, I probably should," Adrien told her. *But do not fret, for I will return soon." His eyes moved to the 
satchel next to her. *Hey, what's that?" 


Marinette picked up the satchel and opened it for him. “This is what I use to carry my seashells.” She picked 
one out and held it up. “It’s hard to find good ones because they're usually all broken or too small." 


Adrien smiled at her. "That's a shame because a pretty girl like you deserves all the beautiful shells in the 
ocean." He winked at her and watched as her cheeks flushed. 


"Oh, I-I, um..." She found herself unable to speak. “T-Thank you.” 


“You’re very welcome, Miss Marinette.” He took one more look at the sun before waving to her. “Well, I 
really do need to get going, but it was super nice to meet you and I will definitely be back soon!" 


She watched as he began to swim off towards the horizon. “Wait!” she yelled after him. “How will I know 
when you come back?" 


"Trust me, you'll know!" He jumped out of the water and called back to her. 


As she watched him swim away, Marinette felt an unfamiliar warmth in her heart. A feeling that she hoped 
would come back the next time she saw him. 


As the days passed, Marinette found herself venturing down to the beach every 
evening. Part of it was that she wanted more seashells, but she also hoped that Adrien 


rogum om would return. 

an re As she picked a small seashell off of the ground, a small wave came up and touched 

; " y her toes. Normally, she would back away, but something else caught her attention. A 
(P rg TN familiar tuft of blond hair combined with green scales rose up out of the water. 

Meo slow 
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tuere and L With a smile, Marinette ran over to the dock and sat on the edge. "Adrien! You really 


did come back!" She sat back and watched him. 
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With a curious look, she opened up the satchel, her eyes 
lighting up at the contents. 


" Adrien...I..." She pulled out a bundle of seashells in a wide 
variety of colors, sizes, and shapes. "These are beautiful.” 


Adrien looked at her bright smile, which ignited a similar 
warmth in his own heart. “We have so many shells like that ove 
where I’m from, and I figured you would put them to good be tx EXC 
use." He rubbed the back of his neck. “You deserve them, "LM Hess 
Marinette.” 


“Thank you so much.” She wiped a couple of tears from her 
eyes. Reaching into the pocket of her dress, she pulled out a 
small bracelet. “I, um, I made you something, too.” 


Adrien eyed the bracelet; the seashells shining in the bright 


evening sun. “Wow, you're sweet, beautiful, and talented.” 


He chuckled as her cheeks flushed. 


As Marinette reached down to tie it around his wrist, she nearly stumbled before he caught her. His wet hands 
gripped her wrists and their faces were nearly inches apart. 


A panicked gasp escaped her mouth. “I-I m sorry." she said. “I can be a bit clumsy sometimes." Her blue eyes 
moved away from his green ones and met the shining water before her. “I, um, oh gosh this is embarrassing." 


Adrien couldn't help but giggle at her shyness. “I like you, Marinette,” he pushed her back up so that she was 
sitting down once again. His smile faded when he saw the bewildered look on her face. "Hey, what's wrong?" 


She swallowed hard. “Oh, i-it's nothing, really," she pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "I'm just a 
bit afraid of the ocean, that's all." 


He sank down in the water, his tail flopping as he laid back on a rock. “Oh, I see,” he said. "How come, if I 
may ask?" 


Taking a deep breath, Marinette began, “When I was little, my parents used to bring me down here all the time 
to play in the ocean." She watched as a small smile returned to his face. "However, there was one day when I 


nearly drowned." 


"Oh..." He looked up at her with sad eyes. “That’s terrible." 
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She nodded. “Ever since then, I try to avoid it if I can." She looked back at him, noticing the small tears in his 
eyes. “But it’s okay, you're here to protect me now, right?" 


Adrien laughed as he wiped his eyes. "That's right." He swam back over to her, lifting his wrist so that she 
could tie on the bracelet. His eyes lit up at the wide array of shells she used. The colors of green and pink 
around his wrist was a beautiful sight. "Wow, I hope you know that I will cherish this forever." 


"I was hoping you would.” Marinette giggled. She was surprised when he lifted up a hand, giving her a goofy 
smile. 


“I know that you're afraid of the water, but would it be okay to be close to you?" He felt his face warm up. 
"Just this once." 


Taking a deep breath and trying to suppress her fear, she grabbed his hands and let him wrap his arms around 
her. He pulled her down into the water, watching as her pink dress became soaked in salt. Instead of screams, 


however, she found herself laughing at how cold the water was. 


The water was nothing compared to the warmth she felt while in his arms. Their cheeks blushed red as their 
blue and green eyes met. 


"Ya know, you're even more beautiful up close," Adrien spoke, nearly out of breath. 


Their heads leaned forward as their lips met for a gentle kiss. Marinette wrapped her arms around his neck, 
feeling the soft scales on his shoulders. Adrien deepened the kiss. 


As they pulled away, she placed a gentle hand on his cheek and caressed it softly. "Thank you for showing me 


that the ocean isn't such a scary place after all.” She smiled as he kissed her cheek. “It really did bring me 
something good this time." 
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SCHEMING IS THE MOST FUN A 
GUY CAN HAVE WITHOUT 
GETTING EATEN BY A DRAGON 


eing the son of Death-Eaters was fine. 
B Being sorted into Hufflepuff was fine, too. 
Practically existing on the outskirts of school hierarchy with a single friend as a consequence of the 
aforementioned facts was also peachy. 

Well, most of the time. 

Not when Adrien had to impress the love of his life, though. 

And no, that was nor an exaggeration. It didn't matter that he had basically known Marinette for only 
16 hours, facts were facts. If Nino had seen her the same way Adrien had, he’d surely understand. 

He would understand that she wasn’t only unfairly pretty — and achingly familiar for a reason 
Adrien couldn’t put his finger on — but the way she carried herself was just captivating. The confidence 
her whole presence emitted as she took place at the Hufflepuff’s table after her school's 一 Beauxbatons 
Academy, the French Wizarding School — grand entry on the first day of the Triwizard Tournament was 
unmatched. It amazed Adrien how it didn’t even seem to cross her mind that maybe people here didn’t 
want to talk with her because she was, well, different. 

Different never really worked out for him. 

However, Marinette seemed absolutely unbothered by it, chiming into literal strangers’ conversation 


with her adorable, albeit wonky accent, with such enthusiasm that she couldn’t be ignored. Her presence 
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filled the table with life, attracting every eye; and by her witty back and forths with Cedric Diggory — 
Quiddich Captain and seeker, which made him the most popular kid at the table — it wasn't even a 
question that they were alike. 

Too bad that Adrien was nowhere near their level because he really would like to get to know her 
better. And yet, there were moments, simple, beautiful shards of time, when their glances met over the table 
for the barest second and Marinette smiled at him, and he felt like he might have a chance. 

And did he just imagine that when dinner ended she started in his direction, only to be swiped away 
by a new wave of excited students, so all she had time for was to wave? Maybe Adrien was crazy for her 
right at that point, but he would not label this moment the one when he became a goner. 

No, that epiphany dawned on him this morning, when he witnessed Marinette — a 160 centimeters 
tall girl, on her first day at a foreign school where everything must have been new and alien and very much 
not French in the worst way possible — call out a teacher on effectively bullying two first-years. And even if 
the name Severus Snape hadn't rung a bell for her, Adrien would always be in awe of a moral compass like 
that. 

It was only the cherry on top when in their class, right after the incident, it turned out that Marinette 
was also a potion-making prodigy — designing and brewing her own creations in her leisure time — so 
much so that Snape let the whole debacle slide, choosing only to glower silently at the girl every chance he 
got. 

This realization wasn't saying, though, that Adrien was capable of paying much attention in class. Or 
rather, paying much attention to anything that wasn’t somehow in connection with her. He was busy 
planning the prestidigitation of che century, after all. 

Convincing Marinette that making friends with someone like him wasn't a total waste of time. 

Time was of the essence here, because as soon as she learned about his family history Adrien would 
lose all hope of ever getting closer to her, let alone having a chance to ask her out one day. And of course, he 
didn't want to lie to her, so he'd tell her everything, eventually — even though he had no memories of his 
own from the time when he still lived with his parents and only knew the cold, hard facts — but Adrien 
kept hoping that if she got to know him before the rumours reached her, he'd have a shot. 

Luckily, the perfect opportunity presented itself on a silver platter, and as Adrien was raised by no fool 

— Aunt Amelie would have taken offence at even the proposition — he knew when to grab for that. 
It wasn't like he could woo any girl by his regular talents, like the charm of his unregistered animagus form 
— keyword being unregistered — so he had no other choice. Risking everything at the — sometimes deadly 
— challenging Triwizard Tournament just so Marinette would notice him was undoubtedly worth it. 

That was how Adrien ended up standing in front of the Age Line Dumbledore drew around the 


Goblet of Fire in the Great Hall with a piece of parchment in his hand. He could see from the corner of his 
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eye how, thanks to his impeccable timing, Marinette just entered the room and stared right at him. 

Everything was going according to plan. 

Adrien dared to flash a little smile as he stepped inside the line and with the flicker of his wrist, placed 
the parchment with his name on it in the blue flames of the Goblet. 

Some students who knew him frowned, but evidently not deeming him a likely candidate, their attention 
was quick to dissipate. Marinette on the other hand couldn't take her eyes off of him. It only made his smile 
grow bolder. 

She waved away her companions and crossed the distance between the two of them in big steps, 
amazement crystal clear in her expression. Adrien beamed at her. 

Everything was going- 

“That was the stupidest thing you've ever done! Don't you know you could die?!” she hissed. 

-so not according to plan. 

The smile melted off of Adrien’s face in an instant, and he couldn’t help but stare at her. At her 
accusing finger, at her tense posture, at her bluebell eyes burning with fire. 

“Salut,” he blurted out, immediately having to stifle the urge to smack himself on the face because oh, 
Merlin, now she must have thought he didn’t think her English was good enough, and overall, that was just 
the lamest thing he could have possibly- 

“Salut.” 

Well, of course when Marinette said it, it sounded adorable. And she didn’t need to rack her brain for 
the language from some ten years ago. 

“I’m Adrien," he still managed, his French sounding funny from being so out of use. 

He offered her his hand tentatively, despite the not negligible risk of his heart giving out on the spot if 
she touched his bare hand. 

Marinette stared at his hand in puzzlement, before something flashed in her eyes for the barest second 
and she linked her pinky through his with a smirk. “I know." 

Adrien felt his heart speed up and his cheeks flush at the confidential gesture — it was not just a 
French thing, he had known as much — but he didn't draw away. Her skin on his felt too natural to even 
contemplate, but mostly, he was too shocked. 

“Oh, you've heard about me? That’s- that’s-” terrible “-great!” 

"Yeah, Tve heard a lot of things about you, actually," she smiled, swinging their linked hands back and 
forth playfully. 

“All good, I hope,” Adrien snickered, because honestly, what else was there to do? If she knew about 
his history, he was already damned, it didn't hurt to hold onto hope — and her hand — for just a few 


seconds longer. 
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“Mostly,” she agreed, but the smirk creeping up in the corner of her lips didn’t put Adrien at ease. 
“But I've heard some less than flattering things, too, Monsieur Agreste. Like, that you forget about your 
friends easily.” 

“No, that can’t be me,” he said, smiling politely. After all, one needed to have friends first, to be able 
to forget about them. 

But he couldn’t stop thinking about the way she said his name. There was something achingly familiar 
about it and Adrien couldn’t pinpoint what, but it only kept scratching against his brain until- 

“Oh, but I’m pretty positive it has to be you,” Marinette hummed with a playful smile. “Or would 
sweet, thoughtful, and ‘said to his playmate some ten years ago that he'd show her around Hogsmeade 
someday because he had to move to England, but he never actually sent an owl’ describe anyone else here?” 

-like a flood crashing through a long-forgotten barrier, it all came rushing back. 

Sand-cakes, tiny brooms, forget-me-nots. Pillow forts, the smell of pastries, happiness. 

Adrien couldn’t explain where all this had come from, where it all had been buried until now, but at 
this very moment, he could only feel happy tears welling in his eyes and his arms wrapping around his long- 
lost friend tightly, as he whispered her name into her hair like a prayer. 

“Marinette!” 

She hugged him back, as hard as she could, her smile the first sunshine after a storm. 


“Salut.” 
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“So, what was this whole applying to the Tournament thing about?” Marinette asked, cocking her 
head as she sipped her pumpkin juice at the Hufflepuff’s table. “I never took you for a guy with a death 
wish." 

People were staring at them, whispering behind their backs and Marinette didn’t seem to care the 
slightest. Adrien wished he could be like her one day. 

“Funny you should ask that,” he laughed, scratching his slightly pink neck. “Actually, I hoped that 
participating would be impressive. To certain people, that is." 

“Oh really?" Marinette asked, smirking at him over the brim of her cup. *Well, I don't know what 
people around here usually think, but that doesn't impress me much.” 

Adrien froze. 

Yes, maybe he already had Marinette's attention, and yes, maybe they were friends — even if they only 
used to play in the sandbox together — but now he really had no idea what it would take to make her 


consider being more than just that. 
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“Although, if you want impressive,” she continued, her mischievous eyes never letting go of his, 
“honouring old promises is very much the way to go. If you ask me, that is." 
Actually, he might have one. 

“So, like taking you to Hogsmeade like I promised I would way back then?” Adrien asked, playfully 
enough to play it off as a joke if she said no. 

For which the chances were great, because- 

"Yes, that sounds perfect! How about this weekend?" she beamed. 

Her smile was so dazzling, so heartfelt, Adrien didn’t think. *It's a date!" 

"It's a date!” Marinette echoed instantly and he forgot to breathe. 

It was unbelievable what a perfectly innocent figure of speech could do to his heart, especially when 
he didn't know if Marinette was aware that it was only that. That it could be only that. 

But Adrien didn't want it to be only that, so he licked his lower lip, and just like a few minutes ago 
when he calmly put his name in the Goblet of Fire, he took a leap of faith. 

"Is it, though?" 

“Hey, it was five-year-old you who promised to take me there on my first date,” Marinette pointed out 
with a smirk, although the pink blush spreading on her cheeks didn't escape Adrien's attention. "What did 
you expect?" 

“Not for the most incredible girl to take me up on that promise.” 

Adrien made a disbelieving chuckle, only hoping that despite his surprise, the enormous beam 
stretching on his face would be enough indication of his real emotions. 

“Well, it won't be a full-blown fulfillment, as it's a little late for it to be my frst first date,” Marinette 
said, reaching out over the table and lacing their fingers together with a worth-dying-for smile on her face. 


“But who knows? Maybe it can be my dast.” 
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The rain continued well past sunset, a solenin backdrop a as Chat Blane wept openly i in his Lady's - 
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Marinette stares out the glass door from behind the counter, purposely ignoring the few patrons of the 
café as she let her mind wander to something that isn’t this mind-numbing, monotone job she works 
every day. Press buttons, talk to customers, and mix drinks—the routine gets boring eventually, 


especially for someone like Marinette who feels the need to constantly be moving. 


It hasn't been interesting for so long now. Marinette would’ ve kept count if her memory allowed her 
to, but it doesn’t, so she’s certain that the last mildly interesting thing happened around three weeks 
ago. She doesn’t want to lose her job, of course, but sometimes her anxiety piles up into pent up 
energy. And what better way is there to get rid of pent up energy by being able to yell at rude 
customers sometimes? 


..Her life has reached rock bottom, Marinette is sure. She can’t believe she considers rude customers 
the pinnacle of entertainment. 


She sighs, as quietly as possible, and watches as the people outside the café walk past; head down, 
pace brisk, coats tightly wrapped around them as the chill of the autumn air tries to invade. At this 
point, Marinette feels like she'll take freezing her fingers off out in the cold if that means she can 
walk and feel something. 


The door swings open, and Marinette automatically straightens up with the monotonous greeting 
leaping to her lips immediately. “Hello, welcome to—” 


It feels like a scene plucked out of a movie. Lights, camera, action, and Marinette's words die in her 
mouth as her eyes meet brilliant emerald irises. Adrien Agreste? 
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No, no, it’s definitely him, but in a disguise; Marinette is perceptive enough to notice and intelligent 
enough to keep pretending she doesn’t know. “Welcome to Your Caffeine Fix, what would you like 
to order?” she asks politely. 


“Oh, hello!” Adrien starts, and it’s definitely Adrien, the cool tenor tones of his voice washing over 
Marinette like a calming cup of tea. “I'd like a café creme.” 


Marinette nods, picking up a marker. “Of course,” she says, carefully keeping her voice calm, “what 
drink size would you like?” 


It goes on like every other order does; methodical, almost scripted, and the familiarity is the structure 
keeping Marinette from bursting out Adrien’s name and fawning all over him. Her self control has 
gotten better over the years. 


When she asks for his name, she’s more curious than anything. You don’t get celebrity supermodels 
as customers for the small café you work at very often, if at all, and Marinette wonders how Adrien 
plans to hide his identity. 


é 


‘Hmm...” Adrien hums, bringing his hand up to his chin. “Oh, I know! Call me Chat Noir.” 


A smile tugs at Marinette’s lips at the absurd alias he’s chosen. “Chat... Noir...” she mutters, 
uncapping the marker and scribbling the words on the cup in her loopy handwriting. “I’ve had to 
write worse." 


p? 


"It's a perfectly good name!” complains Adrien. “Why don't you give me yours?" 


“Ladybug,” Marinette retorts immediately, but the smile doesn't disappear from her lips. “Play stupid 
games, win stupid prizes. Maybe someday you'll learn my real name." 


He sighs exaggeratedly. “Aw, alright,” is what he settles on, but Marinette z 
knows he can't help but add another cheeky remark— “Such a gorgeous face 

deserves a name for it. Maybe someday I'll have the privilege of knowing @ 
milady’s name.” 


Why is he such a flirt? Marinette wonders, taken aback. She 
definitely didn’t expect Adrien Agreste, the somewhat down-to- 
earth and shy guy in interviews, to be so forward with her. She 
supposes that anonymity helps. “This is a bit unprofessional, 
don't you agree?” smirks Marinette. “Please, have a seat while I 
prepare your drink.” 
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“Oh, sorry,” he says, quickly sitting down at one of the stools on the bar seating area. “Your charm 
just distracted me.” 


Shameless. Utterly shameless. Marinette hates to admit that she's into it. “I'll take that as a 
compliment.” 


Their conversation fades away eventually, and while Marinette felt something when Adrien had to 
leave, the promise of his return—and the fact that he fulfills that promise—is what keeps her from 
quitting the incredibly dull job. 


It’s another boring Wednesday afternoon, and Marinette glances outside the large windows at the 
passers-by like she always does. Her routine has changed, though, from mind-numbing constant 
waiting to Adrien Agreste, or rather, Chat Noir. 


He comes in. It’s like clockwork, but he always has something new to offer; and Adrien is late 
sometimes, which satisfies that part of Marinette’s brain that really gets tired of repetition. 


This time, though, it’s too different. He comes in flushed, cheeks bright red and hair both tousled and 
soaked from the rain-wind combination of the weather—and there are clearly paparazzi outside the 


café. 


Marinette hands him paper towels automatically. “You're lucky that the café is pretty quiet,” she 
says, concerned. “What on earth is going on, chaton?” 


“Well,” Adrien starts hesitantly. “Milady, let's hypothetically say that I’m famous. And I'm being 
chased by fans." 


“T can see that,” retorts Marinette, voice dripping with sarcasm but no malice whatsoever. “My 
manager is going to be furious at me...why aren’t they chasing you in here?” 


At this, Chat Noir—Adrien, whatever—grins cheekily. “I’m very stealthy, Ladybug.” 


Marinette rolls her eyes, already grabbing a plastic cup and uncapping the marker. “I don’t doubt that. 
How long are you planning to hide out here?” 


“Until they give up, probably,” sighs Adrien. “Oh, and... I think I should tell you who I am, yeah? 
Could you write Adrien Agreste on the cup?” 
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She does just that, smiling. “Done. I honestly kind of guessed that 
the moment you walked in, you know, you have that Agreste hd 
charm—but I am really glad you decided to trust me.” 


Outside, the rain continues to pour and hit the glass in a dull pitter- 
patter rhythm. Inside, it’s warm and full of lively chatter even with 
just a small amount of patrons. 


“I suck at acting,” Adrien laughs. “Will you tell me who you are 
now, milady?” 


Marinette caps the marker carefully, places it on the pen holder, then looks up to Adrien with a smirk. 
“Only if you promise me one thing.” 


“Yeah?” 

“Stop calling me milady.” 

“Aw, that’s impossible!” whines Adrien, and Marinette laughs as she turns to fulfill his order, 
tightening her apron and carefully mixing together hot liquids as Adrien tries to make more 
conversation. 

"Fine, I'll tell you,” she finally says, caving in. "It's Marinette.” 

Adrien nods sagely, still drying his damp shirt and hair with the paper towels Marinette has given 
him. “What a charmingly suitable name,” he replies, voice shaky with laughter. “I would be honored 


if my lady Marinette would join me for dinner tomorrow at seven PM.” 


She laughs and hands him the order. “T 1l be there, chaton. Just let me give you my number first." 
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Panther arrives on the Parisian rooftops at precisely twenty-three minutes before patrol 


begins. She’s always been rather punctual, although she usually prefers to hang back and 


observe before she makes herself known. 


As Panther, though, the circumstances are slightly different. She may be a cat born from the 
shadows (sometimes quite literally - her sleek black suit allows her to blend in well with dark 
corners, and emerge unseen when people least expect it) but as a Parisian hero, citizens are 
always excited to see her. They beam and point, gesturing for their friends to look up at the 


rooftop where she’s perched. Panther isn’t sure if she likes it. 


It's not a privilege usually afforded to Juleka Couffaine, anyhow. Especially not before 
Marinette broke her photo curse. 


Panther grants the Parisians crowded below her a small smile and a little wave, before leaping 
off across the rooftops. In the fading twilight, she's nearly indistinguishable from the inky sky. 
When she's vaulting over Paris, with Plagg merged with her ring, Panther relishes the scarce 


moments alone with her thoughts. 


It’s not that she doesn't like Plagg. She certainly took her time warming up to him, but now 
that she's fallen into a comfortable rhythm with her superhero life, she finds the little god 
grudgingly matters to her. It'S odd to not have the silences she once sought out filled with his 
snarky chatter, but Panther is fine with the change of pace in these small moments. 


She burns time leaping across Paris and watching the final vestiges of the sun's light fade into 
darkness. It settles over her leather suit like a blanket, safe and familiar. 
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She’s also keeping a close eye out for something else, too. Something specific. Something 
special. 


At long last, she spots it, cresting over the horizon towards her like a firefly. Her suit is made 
up of reds so bright they’re bleeding into orange, like when the sun crests the sky in the early 
morning. It contrasts nicely with Panther's black leather. They're like a light source and the 
shadow it casts. Black, like Panther's own, fades up from the bottom. Small antennae poke up 
out of the short golden hair that curls around her face. She wears a skirt, knee-length and 
poofy. It looks like it’s made out of flimsy, translucent cloth, but Panther's seen it bear the 
brunt of Coccinelle's tumbles and falls, and it's never ripped once. Soft black curls that 
resemble flames and polka dots line the skirt, matching the lining on her thick, elbow-length 
gloves and boots. From her back, circular red wings with stripes like the sun's rays patterns 


sprout, spread out to glide over rooftops. 


Where Panther is quiet and forgettable and blends into the shadows, Cocinelle is bright and 
unavoidable. She demands everyone's attention simply by existing. Usually, those types of 
people (Chloe) irk Panther to no end; Coccinelle is different. She's not cruel about it -in fact, 
it doesn't seem to be à conscious choice. She seems almost as abashed by it as Panther would 
be if their roles were swapped. 


Some might say it's because of her bright red suit and pretty golden hair, but Panther has 
her own hypothesis. Coccinelle is simply so kind and good that you can't help but pay 
attention to her. 


Plagg and Master Marianne have told her about the whole "two halves of a whole" thing with 
the Ladybug and Black Cat Miraculouses, and Panther doesn't doubt that. Juleka Couffaine 
has never made such a fast friend in her /ife. She's never been one for grand tales of fate 
and destiny, but ever since she met Coccinelle, she feels like she's living in one of Madame 
Bustier's fairy tales. 


Coccinelle swings closer. The last traces of sunlight seem to flock to her like tiny flecks of 
golden dust. She glows like her own miniature sun, lighting up the cold night. 


No matter how comfortable Panther feels in the anonymity of the darkness, she's always 
happiest closest to Cocinelle's light. 


It might just be wishful thinking, but Panther swears Coccinelle's face lights up when Panther 
bounds over to her. "Hey, Panther! Ready for patrol?" 


"Of course,” Panther responds simply. It might sound flat and uninterested to someone who 


114 


doesn’t know her well, but Coccinelle always seems to know exactly what she’s trying to say. 


She returns Panther's small smile with a blinding one of her own. 

Coccinelle holds out her hand for Panther to grip. It's an indispensable pre-patrol ritual of 
theirs. To this day, Panther still has no clue what went through Coccinelle's head when she 
originally proposed it, back when they were rookie heroes. It was awkward but as nervous as 


it made Panther, she's not complaining. 


Now, it's an unspoken tradition that needs no prompting. Coccinelle simply opens her hand, 
like now, and Panther takes it squeezing tight. They let go and continue with the patrol. 


Like always, Panther places her hand in Coccinelle's, ignoring how the warmth of Coccinelle's 


hand against hers sends a flurry of red butterflies through her stomach. 
This time, though, Coccinelle doesn't let go. 


Panther glances at her quizzically. She tries to let go, but doesn't push it - she'd never push 
Coccinelle. 


"Let's do it like this tonight," Coccinelle says simply, her smile full to the brim of secrets 
Panther can't decipher. 


Though the repercussions this will have on Panther's feelings may be the death of her, she 


simply nods. 


They take to the rooftops across Paris, still staunchly holding hands. It’s a bit of a struggle to 


maneuver comfortably between Coccinelle’s yo-yo and Panther's staff, but they make it work. 
It's... nice. Terrifying, but nice. 

More than nice. 

Once they find their momentum, Panther chances a glance over at Coccinelle. She's radiant, 
shining with an impossible light that Panther basks in. She feels lucky she's been granted the 
privilege to stand this close to a star. 


"You're beautiful," Panther murmurs, without thinking. 


Only after the words leave her mouth does Panther process what she just said. 
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Coccinelle looks at her strangely, yes, but, to Panthers relief, the prominent emotion in her 
gaze is a surprise. There might be something else hidden, just waiting to be uncovered, but 
Panther doesn’t have the courage or brashness to pry. 


Coccinelle giggles, high-strung and shocked. She hides her laugh behind a petite hand, which 
is just about the cutest thing Panther has ever seen. 


After a moment Panther joins in, Her laugh is slow, deep, and awkward; it’s out of tune with 
Coccinelle’s high-pitched tune, but somehow they meld and mesh together to make 
something beautiful and unique. It feels like them. 


After a couple of minutes, Coccinelle gently tugs the two of them to a stop on a rooftop. With 
a start, Panther realizes she recognizes the area. Her school is just a couple of blocks away, 
and if she leans off the side of the building, she can see the Dupain-Cheng Boulangerie 
Patisserie, where her friend Marinette lives. 


Panther stares at the bakery, and at the golden light emanating from Marinette’s balcony. Out 
of all places to stop, it’s odd that Coccinelle would choose this one. She glances back at 
Coccinelle, who’s turned away from her, but still hasn’t let go of their enjoined hands. Wait... 


why did she stop? 


Panther turns away from Marinette's house and back to Coccinelle. "Lucky Bug? What's going 
on?" 


Coccinelle starts and whirls back around to face Panther. Her yo-yo is uncharacteristically 
messily tied around her belt, and she's gripping something tightly in the hand that isn't 
holding Panther's. Panther tries to see what it is, but Coccinelle keeps it tight to her chest, 
just out of her reach. 

Panther leans back, letting her free hand fall at her side. She won't pry. 


Coccinelle's soft smile tells her she made the right choice, anyway. 


Coccinelle steps forward, closing the already-small gap between them until they're almost 
touching. Panther's breath catches in her throat. 


“Tve actually been planning this for a little while," Coccinelle confesses, her high voice soft 
and nervous. "I have something I need to tell you." 


Panther can barely breathe. "Oh? And what's that?" 
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Coccinelle inches closer and raises their entwined hands so they're resting in the air between 
them. They both stare down at their hands, red and black together, with the city's soft golden 


light bouncing off their suits. 
Coccinelle squeezes, once. 
Panther squeezes back. 


“I don't want to make you uncomfortable," Coccinelle says. “But I've been talking with my 


kwami, and my friends, and I just can't ignore this any longer." 


Panther's breath catches in her throat. If Coccinelle talked to her friends about this problem 


she's dealing with, it can't be Miraculous-related, which means- 


All of Panther's careful consideration is starkly cut off when Coccinelle leans in and kisses 


her. 


Oh. Okay. Wow. This is happening, this is happening, this is really happening...!! The kiss is 
everything Panther could dream of and more. She's imagined moments like this, of course, 
how could she not, and it meets all her expectations. But at the same time, it's completely 
different. It has a unique taste to it, a flavor only Coccinelle and her brilliant unpredictability 
could bring. 


They pull apart, gasping. For a moment all they can do is stare at each other, transfixed, 
stunned. 


"Wow," Panther breathes. "That was... um..." 

Coccinelle glances down, her cheeks blushing as red as her suit. She's smiling, soft and 
small, not unlike Panther's characteristic grins. “l'm sorry if that was too forward, but, um... it 
always works in stories?" She finally glances up to meet Panther's gaze shyly. 

Panther grins. "You read a lot of romance stories, huh?" It sounds perfectly sweet and sappy, 
just like the stories Rose gushes about at school. After a moment, she glances down to catch 


Coccinelle's gaze. "No, don't worry. It was lovely." 


Coccinelle beams back at her. "It's always so perfect and lovely when everything works out in 
the end,” she agrees, practically glowing. 


Panther inclines her head, smirking. "That goes well with your power, Lucky Bug." 
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A couple streets over, a car alarm starts blaring, startling Panther and Coccinelle out of their 


trance. Coccinelle leaps over to the edge of the roof, instantly in superhero mode. 
Panther trails behind, still clinging onto her partner's hand, but the moment is gone. 


As she peers over the edge of the roof, eyeing some dark figures darting across the street, 
she gives Coccinelle’s hand another squeeze. The ladybug heroine doesn’t glance over, but 
she does squeeze back. 


They huddle together to discuss a quick plan before they re off, flying across the rooftops. 
Hand in hand and ready to save the world, Panther can’t shake the euphoria that’s been 


seeping through her body ever since the kiss. 


Maybe the moment was broken, but there'll be many more moments to come. Besides, this is 
where they do best - flying through the sky, and off to save Paris. They have each others 


backs, in and out of fights. They're partners, in all meanings of the word. 


Panther squeezes Coccinelle's hand again, and soon receives a squeeze back in return. She 


wouldn't trade what they have for the world, and she doesn't need explicit confirmation to 


know Coccinelle wouldn't either. 
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